
Foreword 
The Fall of Jose (Cheo) Hernandez 

By Jose (Cheo) Hernandez (grandson) 
September 14, 2010 

 
The following narrative is a translation of a eulogy given by Eloy Montes de Oca at one of the annual 
pilgrimages made to the location of Cheo’s shooting during the insurrection of “La Chambelona”.  Eloy 
Montes de Oca is a great nephew to Cheo Hernandez.  His grandmother, Candita Hernandez was the 
sister to Cheo.  She married Pancho Montes de oca, who in turn was the sister of Dolores (Lola) Montes 
de Oca, the wife of Cheo Hernandez and my grandmother.   
 
To say this event was a family tragedy is to underestimate its impact.  It left Lola Montes de Oca with 
seven children, ranging in age from the oldest, Pablo at 14 to the youngest and Panchita at around 3 
years old.  With no land of their own or other means of support, the family had to rely on the help of 
others.    
 

Fortunately, Cheo and Lola had built a reputation for being good, hard 
working people.  Cheo, in particular, had many admirers.  He had enlisted 
in the army of liberation from Spain at the tender age of 17 and was 
quickly thrown into several fierce battles in Matanzas, featuring the 
“Mambi’s” (as the Cubans were called by the Spaniards) standard method 
of attach of shooting one round and charging on horseback with machetes.  
This war featured more hand to hand to engagements than any other 
modern wars.  The Cubans had to fight this way simply because they 
lacked ammunition.  Incidentally, Cheo’s war machetes are still in the 
hands of our family in Cuba and preserved as part of family history.   
 
Due to his bravery under fire, he quickly rose to the rank of corporal where 
he led a small group of men.  He was also known as a crack shot with a 
rifle.  Most importantly, Cheo was widely known for his great honor, 

honesty and basic decency to others.  These traits, shared with his wife Lola, were passed onto his 
children and served them in their time of need.  Soon a modest collection was given to them for their 
basic survival.  That amount was lent against Lola’s better judgment to a younger brother for a business 
enterprise and was never repaid.  Without even the meager collection, the older boys were soon 
“farmed” out as field hands and workers for neighboring farmers who took them in largely as a form of 
assistance to Lola and her children.  Many were the stories my father Ascension would tell me of having 
to sleep in a corn shed alone at age 9 or 10 while working for a severe Spanish immigrant farmer who 
took him in as hired help.  He recalled the man as larger than life, with a very deep voice waking him at 
two or three in the morning for the beginning of the work day, usually starting with milking the cows.    

 
Later, they were able to obtain a lease on some thirty acres of land from an American company which 
owned land in the vicinity.  They worked the small farm, a part of a larger farm known as “Gasmuri” with 
the whole family pitching in.  The usual policy at the time was for these tenant farmers was to commit to 
a certain production of sugar cane to be sold and delivered to the central location of the American 
company.  The individual in charge, known only to my family as “Mr. Smith”, was apparently a fairly 
decent man since he treated our family well under the circumstances.  He provided the land in exchange 
for production of sugar cane and that was the only way our family could have gotten a start.  They, of 
course, made the most of it, through extreme work and effort.  They planted nearly the entire 30 acres 



with sugar cane, weeding it while it 
grew and at “zafra” or harvest time, 
they cut it, loaded it on ox carts and 
delivered it to the “Central” for 
processing into sugar.  When it was 
not cane season, they kept busy 
planting food (yucca, beans, corn, 
etc.) for the family and milking a few 
cows to sell the milk.   
 
Later, Manuel Navarro ceded them 
another 30 acres adjacent to a farm 
he had obtained.  Manuel came to Cuba as a 13 year old from the Canary Islands to work with his father 
as a field hand for a farm owned by a funeral service.  They cut grass for the funeral horses.  They lived 
near the Hernandez family and he would frequently come over to play with the younger Hernandez boys 
and eat home cooked meals made by Lola and the girls, Luisa and Panchita.  Since they were all Canary 
Island immigrants or their descendants, Manuel fit in very well.  Soon he fell in love with and married 
Luisa and became part and parcel of the extended family.   
 
Described as the man with the highest capacity and endurance for physical work by my father (no slouch 
himself in that department) Manuel was a true self made man.  After leaving the employment at the 
funeral horse farm, he went to work at a larger operation as a hired hand.   Being just 14 years old, 
Manuel became a sort of son figure to the owner and ultimately inherited a portion of the farm.  But he 
earned every bit of this through yeoman work and effort.  His generosity then and throughout his life to 
his in laws, was a crucial part of the success of the Hernandez family.  They took their now sixty or so 
acres and filled it with sugar cane and other products.  It so happened at around this time that sugar 
prices dropped precipitously (a pattern of feast and famine to plague Cuba as whole for much of its 
history) and most farmers held back on their plantings.  The Hernandez having nothing to lose but their 
hard work planted every available acre, including certain portions which were virgin lands. To their good 
fortune, the price of sugar suddenly rose to new heights just as harvest season commenced and they not 

only paid off their debts but had a little extra besides.   
 
Thus began their better fortune of acquiring through lease or 
purchase other farms and later a bus line.  When they were all 
older, the properties were split among them without acrimony.  
The second oldest child, Alejandro got the farm in Grima with 
some 400 acres.  Pablo and Ascension had leaseholds in the 
farms known as Por Venir and Los Sitios and owned outright 
around  300 acres in Bella Union.  They also bought from a bank 
in foreclosure around 400 acres in Acana, near our home town 
of Cidra. The land was leased to a third party and so they only 
collected lease payments and did not farm it.  Nico and Quillo 
operated a bus line known as “Omnibus de Cidra” which carried 
passengers through small towns (Bolondron, Cidra, Sabanilla, 
etc.) to and from the City of Matanzas.  Eventually, they sold 
the bus line and kept a mechanic shop and Buick dealership and 
a guest house they had obtained earlier known as “La 
Concordia”. 



 
Meanwhile the youngest daughter Panchita had married Pancho Jolla, a local boy, also from a humble 
family.  They farmed around 100 acres of land adjacent to the Por Venir farm near Santa Ana.   
 
This was the situation as of the time of the Revolution.  The family overall had risen from extreme 
poverty to middle class status, almost entirely through the most intense of hard work, discipline and 
intelligent planning.  Needless to say, they were shocked to learn that when Castro said “the land 
belongs to those who work it”, it did not include them who had worked every bit of it by hand and with 
oxen.  They peacefully opposed Castro and his draconian efforts at changing their society and means of 
existence.  
 
 My father exhorted others to vote in a good candidate (there was a presidential election underway 
around the time Castro took power) so that the democratic process could perhaps head off the chaos he 
expected from the revolution.  Several family members were detained and imprisoned during the Bay of 
Pigs invasion as suspected counter revolutionaries.  Because they had run out of prison space, they were 
placed in converted chicken pens under guard, eating spoiled food and subjected to insults and threats 
of further punishment and death.   
 
They watched in horror as people were executed, several of them friends and acquaintances, including a 
couple of young peasant men barely out of their teen years  who did seasonal work for my father.  
Against my father’s advice they carried out acts of sabotage (they set a cane field on fire) and were 
hunted down and shot. One of them, having survived the shooting was taken in, the remainder of his 
blood drained and then executed.   In fact, far from inciting action of this sort, my father tried to keep 
the calm, advising these young men and others (including our cousin Eloy Hernandez) to keep calm and 
work the democratic process.   
 
Finally, it became impossible to live there any longer.  Notwithstanding the well recognized patriotism 
and basic decency of Cheo Hernandez and his family, there was no space for our family in the new 
revolution without compromising our principles and way of life.  One by one, they left their homes, 
farms, friends and family members and immigrated to the United States.  The only one to stay behind 
was Panchita and her family (all except one daughter, Eva and her husband, who moved to Dallas, Texas 
in the mid sixties).  The Jollas remained one of the few private farmers to retain their land, albeit with 
much difficulty and restrictions on its use.  That farm fed the remainder of their large and extended 
family (and many friends and neighbors as well) and continues to do so today. 
 
Since 1917 Hernandez family members have made an annual pilgrimage to the location of Cheo’s 
shooting.  I remember several of these trips very well even though I was very young (under eight years 
old).  Most of us rode on horseback and a few who could nor ride a horse, rode a Jeep.  It was such a 
great feeling to be a part of such history and to honor all that is good in our family, honesty, decency 
and patriotism as embodied by Cheo and his descendants. 
 
To this day, those who remained in the island, particularly the descendants of Pancho and Panchita and 
other relatives continue this wonderful tradition every 20th of August.  I for one yearn for the day those 
of us in the exile community can join our relatives in this yearly pilgrimage when the conditions for it are 
appropriate.   



 

 
Family History 

The Fall of Jose (Cheo) Hernandez 
Written by Eloy Montes de Oca 

20, August, 1996 
Translated by Jose (Cheo) Hernandez II 

 
At the end of 1912, Mario Garcia Menocal was elected president of the Republic of Cuba from the 
Conservative party.  He took office on 20 of May, 1913.  President Menocal possessed all of the 
attributes of a corrupt politician.  In the United States he was praised as being more American than 
Cuban.  
 
During his government there was total abandonment of public works and the national treasury was 
misspent and sacked.  His friends and family were the recipients of cronyism and special favors.  He 
engaged in repression against the laborers which led to his great unpopularity.  The people, on the basis 
of his abuses took to calling him “the Majordomo of Chaparrra, because in reality he administered the 
nation in the same manner as he had administered his sugar mill. 
 
Notwithstanding the sinister antecedents of his first term, Menocal, with the support of the most 
reactionary of politicians, decided to shove through his re-election in 1916.  The followers of Mario 
Garcia Menocal assured all that the re-election would be won at all costs, either through “hook or 
crook”.   
 
The opposing Liberal party candidates were Alfredo Zayas for president and Carlos Mendieta for Vice 
President.  For the sake of appearances, the government named military election supervisors, who were 
their trusted followers and far from policing abuses, coercion and fraud, they generated and covered it.   
 
After final voting on the 1st of November of 1916, the Conservatives carried the “big conversion”.  
Instead of transferring the total of the votes accumulated in each electoral locale directly to the Superior 
Electorate as required by law, they first took them to the Government’s Secretariat, where they kept 
them several days in order to change the voting won by the Liberal party and in that manner guarantee 
the electoral fraud.   
 
In light of this shameful action by Menocal in the elections, one of the principal leaders of the Liberal 
Party, Jose M. Gomez, with the support of numerous heads of the National Army, launched in February 
o f1917, an armed insurrection.  The insurrection initially had much vigor and was extended throughout 
the country, being called by its popular name of the insurrection of “La Chambelona”.  When Jose M. 
Gomez was captured on the 8th of March, along with other Liberal leaders, the rebellion began to wane.  
In April, some of the leaders from Oriente, fled to Haiti.  Gustavo Caballero, the principal leader from 
Camaguey, was arrested and later executed by Menocal and the rest of the leaders gradually began 
surrendering and giving up the struggle.  Government forces had defeated the rebellion in a mere three 
months after it had begun.   
 
For some historians, the Chambelona Insurrection in 1917 was almost comedic in that the Liberals were 
unwilling to fight until the final end and much less with United States opposition.   But for those of us 
who once again meet on the 79th anniversary of the fall of Jose (Cheo) Hernandez, we would reply to 



these historians that they were incorrect, that the Chambelona insurrection was not a comedy but a 
tragedy for our country.   
 
In the “Little War of August”, Cheo was designated the rebellion for the municipality of Cidra.  He was a 
veteran of the war of independence from 1895 until 1898 and enjoyed great respect and esteem within 
his community.  He led the insurrection in the area of Grima and Barrio de Bermejales with a small group 
of fellow Liberals.  When the rest of the group decided to surrender, the brothers Hemenegildo and Jose 
Hernandez decided to continue the struggle.  A treasonous act by one of their companions in arms, Jose 
La O, caused them to be ambushed while in their camp in Grima, where soldiers from the Cidra 
Headquarters killed Cheo after a gun battle.  The soldiers put his body across a horse’s back to deliver 
him to his family, an act which caused much consternation not only in Cidra proper, but in all of the 
neighboring areas.   
 
The Yumiriana pres s “El Imparcial”, offered no justice to his name, since during the entire insurrection, 
it gave all of its support to Menocal’s government.  It is not strange therefore, that no mention is made 
of the acts of Monday, 20th of August of 1917 and on that date, their principal article concerned the 
regatta races in Varadero Beach.   
 
The other Matanzas newspaper, being more “moderate”, only cites on August 21, 1917, that “at the 
farm known as Maria, being a part of Ceiba Mocha and belonging to the Canizo brothers, Jose 
Hernandez was killed in gun battle against the government as a result of the February insurrection.  The 
body was transferred to the town of Cidra, where it was prepared for burial.   
 
If the press did not offer information about the acts, today we honor the memory of a man of integrity 
extending to the bottom of his heart, a man of courage who would not surrender, who was not for sale, 
and who fought for truth without fear of death.   
 
Jose Hernandez was one of those men forged in ideals who when the people are cowed and become 
silent, raise their voices and spread their blood in just protest. 
 
Eloy Montes de Oca 
20 of August, 1996 
At the place where Cheo fell in combat   


