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Introduction

Ernesto Che Guevara has been dead forty years and yet there is a continuing fascination with the young and charismatic guerrilla who went to his death in a remote and desolate corner of the world with the cheerful elan he had displayed throughout his life. But how did a sickly boy from a comfortable background become one of the great revolutionary heroes of the twentieth century?

The Young Che offers us an intimate portrait of Guevara from his birth in 1928 up to the turning point of his life in 1956, when he joins Castro to train for the invasion of Cuba. It can be read as a record of a remarkable and lovable personality, as the journey (both real and psychological) of a revolutionary in the making and as a colourful tour of Latin America in the 1950s. All these things and more, it is now available in English for the first time.

The Young Che has been created from two separate books written by Che’s father Ernesto Guevara Lynch: Mi hijo el Che (My Son Che) and Aquí va un soldado de América (Here Goes a Soldier of the Americas). As such, it offers an intimate picture of Che en famille by one of the people who knew him best. Until these books were published in Spanish in 1981 and 1987 (the latter posthumously), very little was known about Che’s early years. All subsequent biographies have drawn on them extensively for their chapters on his childhood and youth. This edition gives English readers access to the primary sources, with the essential background information set out in a Chronology, and with Biographical Notes giving brief descriptions of all the people mentioned.

We get to see the young Che through the loving eyes of his father, who often looked after him as a child during his frequent bouts of asthma and who, having been one of Che’s political role models, became one of his most ardent followers. Yet much of the book consists of Che’s own words, since Guevara senior quotes extensively from his diaries and from his letters to his parents, his close family and his best friend and fellow student, Tita Infante. There is simply no other detailed first-hand narrative of the trips Che embarked upon, of his reactions to what he saw, of the scrapes he got into in Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Panama, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Guatemala and Mexico. His irony and self-mockery show him capable of great humour even in the face of adversity. All his dominant qualities – the qualities that spurred him into political activism and helped him inspire such devotion – stand out vividly here: his idealism, sharp observation and spontaneous empathy; his love of archaeology, his curiosity and constant desire for adventure.

The first half of The Young Che, originally published as My Son Che, offers a unique account of his Argentine childhood in a nonconformist bourgeois family, which was always committed to radical causes. Despite their class, the Guevaras were clean-scrubbed, unaffected people, never influenced by material fashions. Their homes in Alta Gracia, Córdoba and Buenos Aires were always open, friendly places, where no one ever knew exactly how many people were coming to dinner – relatives, the children’s fellow students, visiting academics, professional colleagues or exiled Spanish Republican politicians and intellectuals. The younger generation grew up self-sufficient and free, but with a strong moral sense. Because of his upbringing as well as his chronic asthma, Ernesto’s education was unlike that of his peers and he matured quickly, becoming an iconoclast as well as a young man in a hurry. We discover the single-minded fury with which he played rugby; the impact of the books he read voraciously when his illness kept him at home; and the political events that rocked the world of his teens – the Spanish Civil War and the effects of Nazism in Argentina.

This section of the book also contains Che’s diary of his journey around northern Argentina in 1950, which Guevara Lynch discovered by accident in 1975 when the storage room in the basement of his flat in downtown Buenos Aires was flooded. Che covered around 4,700 kilometres on his bicycle, often going without food or sleep – an endurance test that would be good training for his future career as a guerrilla. This first trip was followed by another, in 1952, when Che was a medical student and decided to cross Latin America on a motorbike with his close friend Alberto Granado, who was a few years older and already a doctor. Both men kept diaries of the journey, which have been published in English as Guevara’s The Motorcycle Diaries and as Granado’s Travelling with Che Guevara (Pimlico, 2003). These formed the basis for Walter Salles’ film, The Motorcycle Diaries, which was released in 2003.

Before embarking on this adventure, Che promised his mother that he would return to sit his remaining exams and graduate as a doctor. He kept his promise and flew back to Argentina to finish his studies, only to leave again with another close friend, Carlos (Calica) Ferrer, shortly afterwards. He was only to set foot in Argentina again very briefly in 1961 – as Comandante Che Guevara, the famous guerrilla leader – while visiting neighbouring Uruguay at the head of a Cuban delegation to the Economic Summit of the Organisation of American States.

Even during his first trip across the continent with Granado in 1952, Che became acutely aware of the misery in which the poor lived. Both men did voluntary work in leper colonies in Peru. When he returned home Guevara said that he was no longer the man who had left Argentina a year earlier. But he still saw the continent’s shortcomings through the eyes of a physician.

It was his next trip across Latin America, which forms the second half of The Young Che, that truly radicalised him and turned him into Che Guevara, a man who believed that armed struggle was the only answer. Bolivia, his first port of call, opened his eyes to the exploitation of the continent – and it was there that he realised that it was pointless to be a doctor. One had to attack the underlying causes of the people’s suffering, rather than just eradicate illnesses that were the result of malnutrition, scarcity of water, poor hygiene and lack of medicines.

Guevara travelled on from Bolivia to Ecuador with Calica Ferrer and other fellow Argentines whom they met en route. Together they would see how the country’s production was controlled and exported by companies owned by Americans, while the locals were low-paid employees with no say.

From Ecuador they travelled through Panama and on to Costa Rica, where Che met two other young men who were spending time on the road: Romulo Betancourt and Juan Bosch. All three were looking for answers to the political and social problems of Latin America, and they argued and discussed what they had seen and experienced as they went from one country to the next. Betancourt was later to become the President of Venezuela and Bosch that of the Dominican Republic.

Che then went on through Nicaragua to Guatemala, the original ‘Banana Republic’, where he had his first direct experience of US intervention in Latin America. The CIA, backing the interests of the United Fruit Company, helped topple the legitimately elected Socialist government of Jacobo Arbenz. Guevara even took part in the defence of Guatemala City. It was then that he first came to the attention of the CIA, who opened a file on him. His letters to his family let us witness this turning point in his life and observe his progress towards revolutionary activism.

After the debacle in Guatemala, Che arrived in Mexico City following a brief stay at the Argentine Embassy in Guatemala City, where he had been forced to ask for asylum. By now he was psychologically prepared for the event that would change his life and would soon have an impact on the political landscape of the whole continent: his meeting with Fidel Castro and his fellow revolutionaries.

It was in Mexico that Che became a fully fledged revolutionary. He studied Marx and Engels, began training with Castro for the invasion of Cuba, was taken into custody and then forced to go underground when released. He had married his constant companion, Peruvian economist Hilda Gadea, and now became a father, famously saying that he was prepared to lay down his life if need be, since his little daughter, who looked just like Mao Tse Tung, would be the continuation of his lineage.

The Young Che opens dramatically with his family’s visit to Cuba after the triumph of the revolution. No other book gives such a strong sense of the path he had taken to help achieve this extraordinary victory.

The books on which The Young Che is based were written during a particularly grim period for Argentina and most of Latin America. This helps explain the rather pessimistic political perspective of Guevara senior. The continent was sharply divided between rich and poor. It was – and, to a certain extent, still is – made up of countries where 90 per cent of the wealth belongs to no more than 10 per cent of the population, and where teeming millions live poverty-stricken lives with no education, no health care, no justice. At the time Che was travelling across Latin America, as his letters and diaries constantly reveal, there were countless disenfranchised people who had no voice and who never reached positions of power. This is now beginning to change as Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Uruguay and Venezuela have democratically elected governments whose policies and ideals are probably closer to Guevara’s than to those of the United States. This alone demonstrates Che’s continuing relevance.

Lucía Álvarez de Toledo


Preface

The difficulty with writing a biography is that so many factors have to be taken into account if a true picture of a life is to be revealed. But to write the biography of one’s own son is even more difficult. It is not a matter of talent, or a feat of literature, of expression or imagination.

To tackle the life of Che1 Guevara is an arduous task because it was a very rich life, both within the family circle and beyond it. Once he had finished his secondary school, Che went on to university where he studied economics, politics and social sciences. He did scientific research, was interested in archaeology and worked as a male nurse for the Argentine merchant navy. He graduated in medicine and specialised in wartime medicine. He was a site manager/foreman. He was an international revolutionary and he fought as a guerrilla in different parts of the world. He cooperated with the organisation of the new Cuban government, he was Governor of the National Bank and the Minister for Industries of Cuba. He wrote literature and essays, and participated in economic debates of the highest level …

He also worked as a hired hand in industry, in construction, in mines and in the countryside. He travelled across Latin America on foot, motorcycle, lorry, train and plane. He found time, however, to practise all types of sports and even reached the top category as a chess player.

He studied in depth the causes of underdevelopment in Latin America, which he had seen at first hand. Because of the influence he had over his fellow workers, it can be said that he was a true educator.

In brief, during the thirty-nine years of his life he did so much that in order to publish his complete biography one would require many years of research.

These difficulties would hinder anyone who tackled the subject, but for someone with blood ties as well as emotional ones, such difficulties are multiplied tenfold.

To write about him in order to judge him is not something I should really do.

However, I would like the reader to have an idea of who Ernesto Guevara de la Serna was as a person – in his childhood, his teens and his youth – within our extended family. I would also like to bring him to life within his milieu, surrounded by his parents, his brothers and sisters and his friends.

I would like to tell you about all that I have seen, lived, felt and suffered by his side. This is the task I have set myself.

If I can transmit the emotion that overwhelmed me when I had to reread his letters and retrieve his words and familiar expressions, then I believe I will have accomplished what I set out to do.

I want to speak about what I have seen and heard, and about those events in which I have also taken part – that is, about all that I know so well.

I also want to tell you about his life within the family. Only I and my immediate family can speak about this knowledgeably.

I believe that to be able to study a man from all sides it is necessary to know in depth the social and family atmosphere in which he moved and what he lived through. That is why in this book I not only describe the events that took place in Alta Gracia, in Buenos Aires and in the nearby areas – all the places he visited during his childhood – but also in Argentina in general and in particular in the province of Misiones.

Ernesto lived in Misiones for a very short time and left the area at a young age, so he barely remembered it. But Misiones had a great influence on the family between 1927 and 1947. We had property there and were in close contact with that region and all that took place there.

A man does not exist in a void. He is related to all that surrounds him, and his destiny is inevitably linked to that of his ancestors. This is why I mention, albeit briefly, events that took place during the lifetime of Ernesto’s ancestors (his grandparents and great-grandparents), in the certainty that this will contribute to understanding that great fighter called Ernesto Guevara de la Serna, whom the world knows as Che.

Ernesto Guevara Lynch
1972–3


1 Che: this is an expression generally used in Latin America to refer to people from Argentina, as it is an interjection with which they often pepper their conversation. It was Guevara’s Cuban comrades in Mexico, while training for the invasion of the island, who nicknamed him ‘El Che’. Nobody knows the origin of the word: it could be Mapuche or Guaraní (two indigenous Indian tribes of the continent) or it could have come from Andalucía with the conquistadores. In any case, Guevara promptly adopted it and went so far as signing bank notes in Cuban simply ‘Che’ when he was Governor of the National Bank.
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Part One: Che in Cuba, 1956–9

It was early December of 1956 and the world’s major newspapers were publishing accounts of Fidel Castro’s* failed attempt to invade the island of Cuba. The ex-Sergeant Batista*, then self-elevated to the rank of Major General, spread the news, by means of the international agencies, that Castro and his men had been killed during an attempt to invade the island. This took place on 2 December of that year.

Fidel Castro had launched the threat to invade Cuba over a year earlier by saying: ‘We shall be free or we shall be martyrs.’

Our family in Buenos Aires was not aware of this threat, but began to understand what was going on when we read in large headlines the first news of it that the leading newspapers of the world were publishing. They were devoting space to the disaster that had taken place when Fidel and his men disembarked near the city of Manzanillo, in the province of Oriente. It was a bombshell.

We knew that Ernesto was involved in a conspiracy and that he had been taken into custody in Mexico with Fidel Castro and his men.

The Guevara family discovers the real destiny of Ernesto Guevara de la Serna

On 6 July 1956 I received a letter from Ernesto, in reply to one of mine that I had sent to the jail of the Gobernación of Mexico City, on Miguel Schultz Street, in which I told him that we had just learned from the newspapers that he was in jail and asked him to tell me what the situation was, plainly and without beating about the bush.

His reply to my letter cleared any doubts that anyone might have had about Ernesto and his position within Fidel Castro’s army.

The news, particularly when it came from the United States, gave details of the extermination of the whole contingent.

When the news reached Buenos Aires, our friends started telephoning incessantly. They wanted to know what was happening. I was told over the telephone the dreadful news that my son Ernesto had been mortally wounded during one of the skirmishes. The reports said that both Fidel Castro and his brother Raúl* had been killed, as well as several of their comrades. I remember the names of Juan Almeida* and Ramiro Valdés*. The news said that the motorboat Granma, in which the eighty-two had sailed from a small port in Mexico called Tuxpan, had been captured with all members of the invasion force on board and that the majority of the crew had died. The remaining few had been dispersed, according to the newspapers, and would soon have to give themselves up.

The whole world believed the news because of the disparity between the regular army of General Batista – formed by selected troops of the rural guard, the marines and the armed police force – and the tiny guerrilla group of just eighty-two men under Fidel Castro. It was impossible to believe that the latter might topple the military government of Batista, far less defeat its army and air force, trained by the United States of America and equipped with the most modern weapons.

When we received the news we were depressed. I went to the offices of the newspaper La Prensa of Buenos Aires asking for confirmation. They said, as consolation, that they were unable to tell me if it was true until official confirmation came and, as such confirmation had not arrived, there was still hope.

I went home in despair. My wife, Celia, was sitting at a table with a pack of cards playing a game of patience. My children had learned from other sources what the wires were announcing, which was by now in any case in the public domain. When they saw me arrive, they did not utter a single word. They did not say anything to their mother. It was up to me to deliver the awful blow. I sat opposite her and waited for what seemed to me a century until she had finished her card game. She then lifted her head and, perhaps because she had a premonition, asked, ‘What is it?’

‘Look,’ I replied, ‘there are some reports that I don’t think are true.’

She was livid. ‘Ernesto?’ she asked.

‘Yes. But I can assure you that I do not believe it.’

She jumped to her feet, went to the telephone and called the news agency Associated Press and, with a dry but firm voice, said, ‘I am the mother of Dr Ernesto Guevara de la Serna, whose death you have just announced and will be published in the newspapers. I want you to tell me the truth. Is it true?’

She later told me that they had tried to console her, telling her what I had already been told: that most of these reports ended up not being confirmed.

We were used to putting up with all sorts of worries when it came to Ernesto. I imagine the majority of our family and friends believed the terrible news, and I imagine that the government of Batista himself also believed it. But I was not totally discouraged. There was something that told me it could not be true, even if the evidence was to the contrary. I had an intuition – something like a remote hope in this avalanche of unconfirmed news – and that is why my words could be of some comfort to my family.

At that time I was in contact with civil servants who worked for the government of General Aramburu*. I went to the President’s private secretary and asked to see the President to request him to intervene with the Cuban government, so that in the hypothetical event that Ernesto had been taken prisoner, he would not suffer the fate that Batista was in the habit of meting out to his prisoners: torture and assassination.

General Aramburu intervened and the Argentine Foreign Ministry moved with speed. We were continually in touch with the ministry, but neither denial nor confirmation was forthcoming. We were unable to find out anything.

My home, normally so noisy and lively, had become a sombre place. Nobody spoke, everyone foresaw the catastrophe, and around us there was an air of desolation. As for me, I must confess that I found it impossible to concentrate on anything that was not related to Ernesto. I abandoned my job, I didn’t even turn up at the office. I went from one place to another seeking information. The newspapers dropped the story. But some newspapers and magazines arrived by air from Cuba. I remember an issue of the magazine Bohemia that I forced myself to read. It contained the same news that the first agency wires had issued, but in great detail: Ernesto, who was reclining against a tree talking to his mate Dr Pérez, had been mortally wounded. It had happened at Alegría del Pío. Fidel Castro’s men had been surprised by the army, and the rural guards had fallen upon them before they had been able to see them, and the guards had machine-gunned them from a few metres away. The air force had rained napalm bombs on the woodlands and sugar-cane fields. The army had surrounded the area, and it was assumed that nobody could have escaped the ambush alive. For the government of Batista, this was the beginning and the end of the much-heralded invasion by Fidel Castro Ruz.

And then a letter from Ernesto, written in Mexico, arrived. For the family this was simply dreadful. It was his farewell letter to his parents. In it he made some philosophical observations. His message was that for him death was not important; what was important was the struggle for one’s ideals. He also said that he was leaving Mexico to enter Cuba as a revolutionary. My wife read the letter in front of everyone without a tear. I clenched my teeth and did not understand why Ernesto had to get involved with a revolution that had nothing to do with his homeland.

How wrong I was. My son Ernesto had to teach me – I who had guided him through his first steps in life – the duty of men who fight for humanity. It was not clear to me at the time; I could not separate the heroic event in which one gives one’s life for an ideal from a warlike adventure with no precise direction. I would compare Batista with any of the military men who had at one time or another been dictators in my country. I had fought against them, but what eluded me at the time was something that Ernesto had already fully understood: for the oppressed people of the world, the enemy was one and the same, and that enemy was not in Argentina, or Cuba, or Peru, or any other part of Latin America; the enemy was further away – it was from where the capitalist elite originates, and from where it sends its forces against those oppressed people via the heads of governments who serve their interests.

Early one morning the phone rang. I was being summoned by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to meet the secretary of the Foreign Minister. He saw me in his office; his demeanour was quiet. What must I have looked like! I do not know, but I can imagine. He looked at me with pity and said the following: ‘I have just received a telegram from the Argentine Embassy in Havana, which reads: “Dr Ernesto Guevara de la Serna, according to enquiries made by this embassy, is not among the dead, nor among the wounded, nor among the prisoners of Batista’s army.’ ”

Had I been thrown into the air by an earthquake I would not have left the premises with greater speed. I ran all the way home with the news, and that same afternoon everything changed for us. An air of optimism enveloped us all and my home was once again noisy and filled with youthful exuberance.

Some days went by. We lived in a state of anxiety awaiting confirmation or denial, but neither arrived through the official channels. So we believed the news that had arrived at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs from our embassy in Cuba.

1956 was coming to an end. On 31 December we were getting ready, as usual, to celebrate the arrival of the new year, although this time uncertainty hung over us. It was then that the unforeseen happened. It must have been around ten o’clock that night when an envelope was slid under the front door by an anonymous benefactor acting as postman. Nobody in the family will ever forget it. It was a small airmail envelope addressed to Celia de la Serna postmarked from Manzanillo in Cuba. Inside there was a little piece of paper. It was a page torn from a small notebook and was in handwriting that we all knew well. It read:


Dear Viejos:1

I am fine, I only used up 2 and have 5 still left.2 I am still doing the same job, news will reach you sporadically and will continue to do so, but trust that God is an Argentine. A big hug to you all.

Teté3



We felt such a great sense of relief. After a whole month of agony, we became euphoric. The news did the rounds of the entire family and all our friends, and that New Year’s Eve turned into a real rowdy celebration. The blow we had been dealt by the earlier false report of Ernesto’s death had been such that this brief message lifted our spirits dramatically: he would continue the fight, despite the overwhelming odds and with little regard for his own safety. That night we felt some optimism as well as pride in our beloved Ernesto.

The champagne flowed and the toasts started. A few minutes before the church bells began to ring and the noise in the streets announced the arrival of the new year, another letter appeared mysteriously under the door. This time it was a larger, square envelope, also an airmail envelope like the previous one, but my wife’s name and the address were written in a female hand. We opened it quickly. It was a printed card. The first page was covered with a red rose. It read more or less as follows: Happy New Year. Teté is perfectly well. It was signed by someone whose name I have forgotten, but it was a woman’s name. This surpassed our expectations. The bells pealed and all those who had come to our home were jubilant. Ernesto had been spared, at least for now.

After this, we continued to wait anxiously. I invited my daughter-in-law Hilda Gadea*, who was in Peru with her parents, and our granddaughter Hildita* to visit us. They came to Buenos Aires to stay with us. Hilda brought fresh news, but it dated from before Ernesto’s departure for Cuba. She was very reserved and one could tell she was trying to observe the strict silence imposed by Ernesto. However, with Hilda and Hildita in our midst, we gradually began to understand why Ernesto had joined the Cuban Revolution.

Hilda also brought a letter to her from Ernesto. It read as follows:


28 January 1957

My dear Vieja,

Here I am, in the Cuban jungle, alive and thirsting for blood, writing these fiery lines inspired by Martí* as if I were a real soldier (I am dirty and in rags, at least). I write on a field mess-plate with my weapon by my side and a new addition between my lips: a Havana cigar. We had a hard time. As you probably know, after seven days of being packed like sardines in the already famous Granma, thanks to the pilots we disembarked in an infected mangrove swamp and our misadventures continued until we were surprised in the now-famous ‘Alegría’ ambush and disbanded like pigeons. I was wounded in the neck and I stayed alive due only to my catlike luck, since a machine-gun bullet hit the ammunition box I was carrying close to my chest and it bounced on to my neck. I walked the hills for a few days, believing myself to be badly wounded, because the impact of the bullet had left me with a serious pain in the chest. Of the boys you have met, only Jimmy Hertzel was killed, executed for surrendering. A group of those whom you and I had met together, including Almeida and Ramirito, spent seven days of terrible hunger and thirst until we broke the encirclement and, with the help of the campesinos,4 we regrouped with Fidel. (One of the ones who is believed to be dead, although it has not been confirmed, is poor Ñico*.) After serious problems we reorganised ourselves, we found weapons and we attacked a barracks, killing five soldiers. The army, who thought we were disbanded, got a huge surprise and put the whole country on alert, and for forty-five further days they set on us the elite troops; we dispersed them again and this time they had three dead and two wounded. The dead were left in the scrub. Not much later we captured three guards and took their weapons. If you add to this that we did not suffer any losses and the woodland is ours, you can imagine how demoralised the army are, seeing us slip through their fingers when they thought we were within their grasp. Of course, the struggle has not yet been won and we still have many a battle to fight, but it is tipping in our favour, and will do so more and more.

Now, talking about you two, I want to know if you are still at the same address, and how everybody is, in particular ‘the deepest petal of my love’. Please give her the biggest kiss and hug that she can bear. For the others, a hug and regards. As we had to leave in a hurry, I left my things in Pocho’s house, and the photos of you and the baby are there. When you write to me, please send them. You can write to me at my uncle’s house care of Patojo*. The letters will take a while, but they will arrive, I think.

A big hug from Chancho.5

For Mrs Hilda Gadea, Paso de los Andes, 1028, Puebla Libre, Lima, Peru.



We found it difficult to relate to this new Ernesto, a combatant in the jungle, not the one we knew. I would never have believed that he could have been that bloodthirsty. But an episode sprang to mind that I will tell you about, as it might help you to understand my son’s character.

We lived in Buenos Aires in a street called Aráoz, number 2180, on the corner of Mansilla Street. Our house was the oldest of the neighbourhood – it was in fact so old that the people who had lived longest in the area believed it to be the first house of the then-remote borough of Palermo. Given its age, the ceilings were very high, as was usual in the previous century. We occupied the first floor of the house, which had a huge terrace corresponding to the ceilings of the lower floors; the terrace was surrounded by a wall that separated it from the street. Embedded in this small wall there was a ventilation duct, which was higher than the wall by some 2.5 metres. This old pipe placed there (no one knows how long ago) had a groove on the end a few centimetres wide, in which a poor bird had caught one of its wings. Ernesto and I were watching the desperate little thing frantically flapping its wings, foreseeing its end. Its wing was really caught in that groove and it would have been impossible for the bird to break loose, no matter how hard it tried. One could see how tired it was and could guess that it had spent several minutes in this situation, as the flapping of its wings was becoming less frequent. The fragility of the pipe prevented us from placing a ladder against it and there was nothing we could do. This took place in 1949. Ernesto was by then a grown man. He looked at the bird and decided to set it free. I, on the other hand, realising what he was about to do, decided to prevent him. The freedom of the bird could represent the loss of Ernesto. We were some seven metres from the ground. All my arguments were useless: the pipe was too high and too frail; it would not support his weight if he climbed through there; it was better to wait for help. Knowing the danger he was in, I sat astride the small wall and tried to hold the pipe as far as possible, while Ernesto without further delay climbed the wall as best he could. A few seconds later the bird flew away free.

I now had before me the letter Ernesto had written from the Cuban jungle, and I understood how a man could become hardened by his decision to fight for a just cause. My sensitive, emotional son was overcoming his sensitivity to comply with an irrevocable sense of duty.

Now we began to understand the magnitude of the exploit of that small band of men who disembarked on 2 December 1956 on the beach of Las Coloradas, on the island of Cuba, in order to put an end to the military dictatorship and change the political and social structure of that country for good.

Our family calmed down and began to interpret the news from Ernesto – news that was expressed in a somewhat cryptic manner in his letters. And we understood his earlier imprisonment in Mexico, his hunger strike and his clandestine existence later on.

Each one of us read something different into the decision he had taken to fight with the revolutionary army. All of us, however, were wishing with all our hearts that things went well for him and that he would come out of it alive. None of us had any faith in the triumph of that tiny guerrilla force that had to face an army trained by the United States of America, technically supported by that country and armed with the most modern welfare equipment of the time. We thought it was an impossible task, because we did not know the strength of resolve of men who do not fear death because they have decided to fight for freedom for the oppressed; but neither did we know the strategic and tactical value of guerrilla warfare when confronted by conventional armies. We did not know all this because, although the political persuasion of my family did not differ much from that of Ernesto, none of us (myself included) had understood, as he had, the depth of need of the ‘underdeveloped’ countries – a lovely word that serves as a useful pretext for imperialists to trample underfoot the oppressed of the world – to set themselves free from the colonial yoke, which has kept the humble mired in misery through the ages.

The family is distressed by the plight of Ernesto as a guerrilla in Cuba

Newspapers from all over the world spread the news that Batista divulged for circulation. Naturally, these stories were meant to demoralise the men and women of the 26 July Movement6 – for that was the name of the revolutionary movement founded by Fidel Castro – and to persuade the peasantry of Oriente province, as well as all the revolutionaries of the island of Cuba, that the war was totally lost.

And this was the news that the Argentine newspapers published as well. However, reading between the lines, one could learn things that Batista’s army did not intend. Nor could they silence the battle of La Plata7 or that of El Uvero.8 Although we did not know the importance to Batista of these areas, the fact that the papers published news which referred to skirmishes that had taken place in those areas, saying that the invading forces had been routed, was encouraging, because they implied that the rebels were attacking and that Batista’s forces were on the defensive.

I started to make my own enquiries. I contacted General Bayo*, who was the instructor of the budding Cuban liberation army in Mexico. This general, who had fought for the Republican side in Spain and against the Franco* uprising, was instrumental in the invasion of Cuba. For it was he who prepared the young invaders militarily, and who should have been on board the Granma with them; he was unable to go because of the restricted space on the vessel. He replied to my letters with great warmth and always tried to raise my spirits.

As I explain further on, I was in constant contact with the 26 July Movement in Buenos Aires, since they operated out of my office. However, I could not find out much from them because they knew very little themselves. With a group of friends, we had installed a special aerial connected to a very powerful radio and we listened to the news that was continually being transmitted on shortwave from Cuba. But through these channels we did not obtain news of Ernesto.

After the letter that had reached us on 31 December, we only learned about him from the letter he had written to Hilda Gadea, which I have already commented on, and from another one, the exact date of which I cannot establish, but which must have been from February or March 1957.

As can be appreciated, it had been written so that it was impossible to identify the sender. He used the name Teté again, which only my family knew of, as it was a nickname we had given him as a baby; and he gave the name and address of a young lady whose fiancé he claimed to be, in order to be able to receive our news.

The letter read as follows:


Dear Viejos,

After such a long time, I can take advantage of a favourable event to give you my news.

I am really sorry that I am not able to receive even a miserable little note from you telling me how things are. At the beginning I had thought that the business would fail and that the resolution would be quick, but then the boss stabilised matters and started to straighten them out, and now it seems that he will give me a holiday in a few months’ time when the business comes to fruition and he can pay for the load.

I am beginning to really know the business and I think I could have a career with the help of the boss, who is a very good chap. Of my personal situation I cannot tell you anything of interest because you have not met my new friends. What I can tell you is that I still love going on excursions and, whenever I can, I go on one with a group of friends.

I am waiting for the business to be complete to invite you to visit this marvellous island. Also, I would like you to know that I am engaged to Miss Norma Llopis Sánchez, at whose address at Mazó Twenty Six Manzanillo, Oriente, you can write to me until I have my own home. A big hug for all of you.

Teté



In this letter, written in Ernesto’s style so that only we understood it, he gave us some news of what he was doing and what his immediate objectives were, but he could not give more details without endangering the person who took it to the post office, as well as risking its non-delivery.

The information provided by our country’s newspapers was the same as that transmitted by the international agencies. The majority of these agencies were at the service of American imperialism. They told us what the Batista government wanted us to think: the fatalities of the revolutionary army were so numerous that in very little time there would be no rebel soldiers left. On the other hand, when it referred to the Cuban army, it hardly admitted that there were any casualties, and only every now and then one fatality.

We were encouraged by such clearly false information. It showed how desperate the Batista government was to spread lies. The morale of the government’s army had to be raised, and the people had to be prevented from taking sides with the rebels. All this was evidence that Castro’s guerrilla army was taking hold.

Our family was by now immune to the pessimistic news that appeared in the papers. Ernesto’s name appeared many times in the news, and many times he was reported dead. Fortunately, we did not trust the news and we had learned to control our anguish.

Not all the newspapers gave completely false information. Dolores Moyano, the daughter of a friend of ours, lived in New York and would often send us press cuttings from the Diario de las Américas, published in Miami. In a section called ‘El Reloj’, almost every day there was news from the Rebel Army. This is how we managed to find out how the revolutionary struggle was progressing in Cuba.

The representative of the 26 July Movement in Buenos Aires was Dr Jorge Beruff*, whom I saw every day. It was he who put me in touch with the representatives of their committee in the United States. From New York I received communications and communiqués from the Rebel Army.

One day I met the North American journalist Jules Dubois*, who claimed to be against Batista. He travelled regularly to Buenos Aires and stayed at the Plaza Hotel, where he rented an apartment. He would invite me round for a glass of Scotch and to chat about the Cuban Revolution. I did not know his background; I only knew, because he had told me himself, that he was one of the editors of the newspaper Diario de las Américas. He would ask me lots of questions about Ernesto, about his childhood and what political ideas he had when he lived in Buenos Aires.

He also asked my opinion of Fidel Castro and if I knew whether he was a Communist. I would tell him all that I thought prudent about Ernesto and of his way of thinking, but when the conversation touched on Fidel, I would invariably tell Dubois that I knew very little about him. Between one conversation and the next I managed to extract from Dubois what he thought about Ernesto and Fidel. That is how I found out that he believed that Fidel was only a liberal, and that Ernesto and Raúl were pro-Communist.

I did not suspect that this journalist could be from the CIA. I believed Dubois when he stated the source of his news: Radio Rebelde, which transmitted from the Sierra Maestra. It was credible because Miami, the home base of his newspaper, was very close to Cuba.

Whenever he arrived in Buenos Aires he brought news of Ernesto, and that news was never denied me, so I waited anxiously for Dubois’ calls. He would tell me that Ernesto had taken part in this or that skirmish, that he commanded a suicide battalion, that on one occasion he had been wounded in the foot, but that the wound had not been serious; as well as many other details.

But one day I began to suspect something, because of the questions Dubois asked me. This suspicion increased when he asked me in writing for a summary of all I knew about Fidel Castro. He made this request by means of a letter that I still have. Some time later the veil fell from my eyes when I learned, from a very reliable source, that Dubois was in fact no less than a colonel with the CIA.

Whatever he was, he did not cause me any harm, nor did he get from me anything that might be to the detriment of the Cuban Revolution; on the contrary, Dubois gave me a lot of news that was true.

For our family, the sources of information were growing. Although Ernesto’s letters were becoming less frequent, we had more information. Of course we had to filter it carefully, since many of the sources were suspect and their purpose was to deceive and to confuse.

Amongst the war communiqués, the commentaries from the Diario de las Américas, international wires, the news provided by Jules Dubois and information provided by some of the few Cuban refugees who sought asylum in Buenos Aires, we had enough to form our own network of knowledge. But we lacked the main thing: direct news from Ernesto. This was sparse and infrequent and it made us all very anxious.

The whole world had now begun to take an interest in that small guerrilla army, which – although the Cuban government tried to belittle its actions in the Sierra Maestra – was showing that it constituted a serious threat to the Batista dictatorship.

Renowned journalists, the representatives of some large newspapers, discovered that the revolutionary war undertaken by the 26 July Movement under the command of Fidel Castro Ruz was not simply one more coup d’état or another uprising in the Caribbean, but a real national liberation war. Consequently, interviewing its leader at the site of the operations would represent a journalistic coup. The first one to do so was the veteran reporter from The New York Times, Herbert Matthews*, who went into the Sierra Maestra to interview Fidel Castro. He also took many photographs, one of which was published all over the world. In these photos Fidel appeared with his brother Raúl, Juan Almeida, Calixto García*, Crescencio Pérez*, a campesino who was a great help to them, Universo Sánchez* and with the Argentine doctor of the expedition, Ernesto Guevara.

You can imagine with what interest we read Matthews’ story and with what emotion we examined the photograph from The New York Times. Yes, that guerrilla who appeared with a rifle in his hands and sporting a new beard was Ernesto. There was no doubt. The article comforted us a lot because it gave us the impression that by its very publication Fidel Castro and his people were being recognised as an incipient army. The article put paid to the versions spread by Batista, according to which they were a band of common criminals, men operating outside the law who had already been encircled by the troops in a small redoubt of the Sierra Maestra, where they would soon be exterminated.

The New York Times was, beyond doubt, one of the most authoritative newspapers in the world and, consequently, one of those with a discerning and influential readership. After Herbert Matthews’ articles (which had a great impact on all circles close to the Cuban revolutionaries), the stature of Fidel Castro grew and the 26 July Movement was elevated to the category of ‘army at war’.

For us it was a great relief. Now we knew that Ernesto was fighting for a cause that was recognised as just, and was in the company of a group of men who knew what they were fighting for.

It is one thing to tell stories from the past, as I am doing now, and another to have lived through those moments in a state of permanent anguish, trying to fathom out that revolution through the haze of confusion that enveloped it. It was no longer just Ernesto’s life and health that interested us. Our family was now totally engulfed in the unfolding drama of that small band of men who had turned into the ‘Rebel Army’. Any piece of news about them was a piece of news that touched us all. Fidel Castro, Raúl Castro, Juan Almeida, Ramiro Valdés, Calixto García, Gustavo Ameijeiras*, Crescencio Pérez, Camilo Cienfuegos*, Universo Sánchez – all these names now belonged to our family. These men were Ernesto’s comrades and consequently had become his brothers.

We lived in a constant state of anxiety and were always in search of any news about Cuba. Of course much of it was anti-Communist propaganda and a lot was merely sensationalist. But at times we did receive valuable information. I received a North American magazine, dated May 1958, which contained a story by a journalist called Bob Taber. The title of the article was ‘Will Che be able to change the fate of America?’ – Taber had interviewed both Fidel and Che. We knew that the Cubans called Ernesto by the nickname Che, but we did not know that his nickname was known abroad.

The story was well written, and in it Taber told all that he saw on his way to Fidel’s headquarters. Thus we were able to get an idea of the atmosphere of the Sierra Maestra during the revolutionary war, and his articles made us live through a little of that war, which we were so passionate about.

It is evident that Che made a great impression on Taber, who made predictions showing his admiration for Che. I must admit that Taber’s writings impressed all the family. Ernesto now was not just one more guerrilla; he was being described as a future leader of men.

‘The Invasion’

After the serious defeats suffered in Oriente province by Batista’s army, Castro decided to open new fronts. The project consisted of taking the revolutionary war to the populated areas nearer the capital, Havana.

With the intention of opening new fronts to the west, two columns were to leave under the orders of Che: Column 8, which he commanded himself, and Column 2, under Comandante Camilo Cienfuegos. This operation was known as ‘The Invasion’.

On 27 September 1958, from a small village called El Jíbaro, situated in the foothills of the Sierra Maestra, Comandante Ernesto Che Guevara left for the Sierra del Escambray, in the province of Las Villas, at the head of an armed group of 146 men. In the hills of El Escambray different groups of men operated sporadically without a unified command and attacked the government forces.

On a parallel course to that of Che’s forces, but a little earlier, Comandante Camilo Cienfuegos moved in the direction of the Sierra del Bamburanao, also in the province of Las Villas. Both forces were to stay in touch with each other and join up near the city of Santa Clara, the capital of Las Villas province. Then Cienfuegos was to continue towards the province of Pinar del Río, where the Órganos range would offer good refuge for his forces, and he was to open a new revolutionary front in order to be able to attack the rearguard of Batista’s army.

The beast would thus be encircled in his lair. The international news agencies were continually transmitting news of clashes between Batista’s army and these columns, but were always giving the impression that the columns were only a band of outlaws on the run. Che covered a distance of approximately 600 kilometres on foot along the south of the island; the march was extremely painful. They had to overcome all sorts of difficulties, hiding in the small woods of the region, walking through the swamps (often with water up to their necks), engaging in combat against troops that greatly outnumbered them, enduring bombardment from aircraft, and holding up pharmacies in small villages in order to treat the serious foot infections of their men, caused by the mud of the foul marshes. Thus, after forty-two days, they reached the first hills of Escambray. Column 8 had had only three casualties, but the whole column had become a group of hungry, sick and exhausted men.

In 1959, the Brazilian magazine O Cruzeiro published an article by Che about this famous march. Let me add here a few paragraphs from that article to give the reader a more accurate idea of how the crucial march of Column 8 took place.

Che tells us:


Once the regiments that attacked the Sierra Maestra were annihilated and the front had recovered, and we had increased the number of our troops as well as boosted their morale, we decided to begin the march to the central province of Las Villas. The military order I was issued stipulated that my main strategic task was to systematically cut communications between the two ends of the island …



With these instructions, they set out in lorries on 30 August 1958.

In a letter to Fidel, Che says the following:


I’ll give you a short account: we left by night on the 31st with four horses because it was impossible to leave by lorry, due to the fact that all the petrol from Magadan had been taken and we feared an ambush in Jibacoa. We went through this point, which had been abandoned by the guards, without incident, but were unable to go on for more than a couple of leagues, sleeping in a small clearing in the woodland on the far side of the highway. On 1 September we crossed the highway and took vehicles, which broke down with frightening frequency, reaching a smallholding called Cayo Redondo, where we spent the day as a hurricane was approaching. The guards arrived, about forty of them, but they withdrew without fighting. We carried on with lorries, assisted by four tractors, but it was impossible to go on like this and we had to give up until the next day, 2 September, when we continued on foot, arriving on the banks of the Cauto, which we could not cross at night due to an extraordinary flood.



Che goes on in the magazine O Cruzeiro:


On 1 September a fierce cyclone […] rendered all means of communication useless, with the exception of the Central Highway, the only paved one of this region of Cuba, forcing us to give up travelling in vehicles. From that moment on, we had to use horses or go on foot. We had a lot of artillery with us, a bazooka with forty rounds of ammunition, and all that is needed for a long journey and for establishing a camp quickly.

The days that followed turned out to be difficult although we were in the friendly territory of Oriente: we crossed flooded rivers, channels and brooks that had turned into rivers, struggling continuously to prevent the artillery and the shells from getting wet, looking for fresh horses and leaving the tired ones behind, avoiding the populated areas as we left the eastern province.

We walked on



























The fall of Batista
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A conversation with Ernesto














Havana as it was then










Ernesto agrees to be interviewed







Comandante Cienfuegos


















A shooting competition








Learning to fly


Ernesto tells us how he was injured at the battle of Alegría del Pío





















At La Cabaña fortress – Che’s headquarters
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In Buenos Aires
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