The Washington Merry-Go-Round

Jack Anderson

Long before Frank Sturgis
joined the world’s most cele-
brated burglary ecrew and broke
into the Watergate, he was my
friend.

I knew him as a soldier of for-
tune, a pilot and gun runner, a
romantic who bloomed ill-be-
timed in a programmed age, an
adventurer whom humdrum
could never quite assimilate.

He was also a Don Quixote,
isquare jaw set against the en-
‘emy, drawn irresistibly to such
calamities as the Bay of Pigs
and Watergate.

We have kept in touch over
the years, but he has periodi-
cally dropped out of sight, for-
ever chasing adventure, usually
;ﬁnding misadventure.
| Once in his youth, he con-
founded the odds and became
ipart of a legend, one of the rag-
ged few who persevered in the
mountains with Fidel Castro.

After their incredible victory,
he could be seen on Havana’s

treets in the regalia of an Air
arshal. For a time, he was Cas-
ro’s man in charge of “liber-
ted” gambling casinos and Iux-
ry hotels.

On matters of principle, hav-
ing to do with Castro’s repres-
sion and his turn toward Russia,
Frank defected from the Revo-
lution to become a gain the
longshot gambler against the
house. Thereafter, he risked his
ineck against Castro in fore-
doomed ventures of the Cuban
“freedom fighters.”

He progressed from the Bay of
Pigs to Watergate, where he

dence that Castro was contribut-
ing to the George McGovern
campaign.

After Frank and his friends
were arrested at gunpoint in-
side Democratic headquarters,
they were pictured in the press
as figures of fun, bunglers and
petty thieves.

On another level, they became
caricatures of Orwellian ene-
mies of the American system. It
was even whispered that they
had been behind the plot to as-
sassinate President Kennedy.
As evidence, one group brought
me a news photo taken on the
streets of Dallas on assassina-
tion day. They eagerly pointed
out a man they said was Sturgis
lurking in the shadows. The
manresembled Sturgis but defi-
nitely was not Sturgis.

And in Miami, the Justice De-
partment solemnly charged that
Sturgis had recruited merce-
naries, a dirty dozen, ostensibly
to fight Castro but really to steal
cars. The prosecutors waited
five years until after the Water-
gate caper to bring the charges.
When they couldn’t convince
the jury, they convened another
jury which finally convicted
Frank of transporting stolen
cars to Mexico.

Frank has told me that the
Watergate figure he admires
most is G. Gordon Liddy who has
maintained a grim, tight-lipped
silence in the face of a harsh, 20
year sentence. So Sturgis,
Liddy-like, sat through the auto
theft trial without testifying in
his own defense.

I have now persuaded him to

| thought he was seeking evi-
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tell his story, which I have care-
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fully checked with the witnesses
I could reach. They have con-
firmed most details as he re-
lated them, but there are no
available witnesses to other
events.

Frank has always been ready
at the crook of a finger to pick
up his carbine and rush off to a
new adventure. It was alto-
gether characteristic of him,
therefore, to volunteer in 1968
to lead a mission for a total
stranger who identified himself
as Col. Francisco Quesada. The
colonel sought out Sturgis to
help hijack a Soviet freighter
and hold it hostage for the re-
turn of the U.S. spy ship Pueblo,
which the North Koreans had
captured in January, 1968.

Frank advertised in the news-
papers for adventurers and se-
lected his dirty dozen from the
toughest applicants. He gave no
thought to the possibility that
some of them may have applied
from the wrong side of the law.

In obedience to the colonel’s
instructions, Frank told them
only that they would participate
in a mission against Castro and
would be paid after the mission
was completed. He never
learned until later, he swears,
that a couple of his troopers
raised drinking and gambling
money by leasing two cars and
selling them in Mexico. Indeed,
one had been sentenced to a
federal penitentiary in 1966 for|-
asimilar erime.

Eventually, Frank rounded up
his undiseiplined band from
Mexican bars and bawdy
houses, loaded them aboard a
fishing boat and set out for a se-

A Bum Rap for Frank Sturgis in Miami

cret rendezvous with a gunbcat
that he had been told would as-
sist them with the hijacking. * .

But Frank’s boatload of ad-
venturers, alas, ran aground on

|a reef off the coast of Brltﬁhf

Honduras. Frank put eight men
and all the firearms ashore ama
mangrove swamp. Then he afid
four others made their way to
Belize, British Honduras, seek-

ing to repair the boat.
The motley, mercenaries, of
course, were spotted and

rounded up by the British.au-
thorities, and Frank’s Mission:
Impossible ended in a Hondu-
ran jail. !

They were shortly deported
back to the United States and
the missing autos were traced to
Frank’s men. Angry at Frank be-
cause they hadn’t been paid for
the abortive adventure, they
told the authorities he had di=
rected them to sell the’ leased
cars.

I have always known Frank
Sturgis as a man of touching sin-
cerity, sober habits and fierce
patriotism. , Although mis-
guided, he fully deserved -the
sentence for his role in the
Watergate break-in. But the
auto theft conviction, I behe\ee
isabumrap.

Ivoomote u.s L\ltomey W 11-
liam Northeutt, who has a repu-

tation in Miami for decency and
integrity, noted that Sturgis

‘had every break. If he failed to*
bring forth evidence that was
material, the prosecution was
not to blame.” ;‘.\DuuLut‘L aisSo
emphasized: “There was no rel-
ationship between the car case
and Watergate.”
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