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For Papous Apostolis






I had a brother.


We never saw each other,


but it didn’t matter.


I had a brother


who passed through the hills


while I slept.





I loved him in my fashion


I took his voice


free like water,


I sometimes walked


close to his shadow.





We never saw each other


but it didn’t matter,


my brother awake


whilst I slept.





My brother showing me


from beyond the night


his chosen star.


Julio Cortázar, ‘I Had a Brother’










Abu Is’af is more than a brother to me, as you know. Being comrades-in-arms is something that time can’t erase; after you haven’t seen him for twenty years, your comrade-in-arms turns up and you discover he still has his place in your heart.


Elias Khoury, Gate of the Sun
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INTRODUCTION








FIDEL CASTRO is ‘addicted to the word’, as his good friend Gabriel García Márquez puts it. This makes it all the more surprising that during his half-century in power – by far the longest effective rule of any recent head of state – he has said so little about his twelve-year friendship with Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara. Yet theirs was a friendship that spanned the beginnings of the Cuban revolution and the high point of the Cold War, a friendship that for a time was the most important relationship in both men’s lives, and a friendship whose secrets hold the key to understanding some of the most significant events of the twentieth century.


In October 2007, on the occasion of the fortieth anniversary of Che Guevara’s death in Bolivia, Castro looked back at the ‘sad and luminous days’ he and Guevara once shared. The phrase was not his, but in a certain way it belonged to him. Two years before he died, Che had scribbled it down on a sheet of lined paper as, forever in a rush, he penned a last-minute farewell to Fidel, his comrade of the previous ten years. This unusual goodbye was not the ending of their relationship, and the circumstances in which it was written were themselves to play a part in the denouement of their story. But Castro never publicly replied. Even forty years later, and himself then lain up in bed, suffering from the intestinal problem that would see him officially retire from office, the great orator maintained an effective silence.


Such reticence to open the past is unusual for someone with Fidel Castro’s avid interest in history. Castro has regularly staked his revolution on the popular appeal of the island’s history of rebellion, and he will always be associated with the famous line: ‘Condemn me, it does not matter, history will absolve me!’ But he has also always – and with not inconsiderable success – discouraged serious historical research into his own past. He has been especially protective about his relationship with Che Guevara, limiting his comments to the occasional ‘exclusive’ (if not always revealing) interview or the republication of some of his earlier speeches.


Guevara too tended to smudge the detail of his own life. His now much-publicised diaries are fascinating insights into the revolutionary process and the radicalisation of an ordinary boy from a middle-class background as he journeyed further into the more impoverished parts of the South American continent and ultimately well beyond. But they are all the versions that he rewrote after the events, and accordingly they fit with the vision he wanted to portray. They retain much of value and insight, but are not as objective as perhaps he would have liked to think.


It is not all that surprising, therefore, that for many years serious accounts of these two highly colourful and important characters of the twentieth century were a scarce commodity indeed. Vitriolic and impassioned accounts of both men arose to fill the gap, often authored by those with some personal involvement in their story. But it was not until the 1980s that more serious biographies of Castro began to emerge, and in the mid-1990s a spate of works on Guevara followed suit as doors opened and a light was finally cracked on to at least some of the archives. But the depth and subtlety of their relationship escapes even these earlier, pioneering works. There has been no major new account of either life for some time.


Like the ‘grey blur’ that Stalin became for historians, the relationship between Fidel and Che has thus, for decades, failed to register as more than a ghostly flicker. As this book shows however, that relationship was of paramount importance to both men during those critical years; as important in its way as the intellectual camaraderie of Engels and Marx, or indeed the great clash of egos that was the partnership of Trotsky and Lenin. Fidel and Che had at least something in common with these other historical pairings, and more besides, for they were not just comrades but compañeros who found common cause at a remarkable historical moment when the Cold War intersected with the nationalist struggles of their own and other countries. Their relationship differs from many other political double-acts however, in that it was a full-blooded friendship first and foremost, and it was lived out during just a few short, intense years. It was, as one biographer put it, quite simply ‘unmatched’.


This book is about that unmatched relationship and the coming to prominence together of Fidel Castro and Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara ‘in that small space, where two of the great epics of our time coincide’. It is based upon archival research in Havana, Washington, Moscow, Miami, Princeton, Boston, London and Berlin. Drawing also on interviews with some of the major players in this history, it brings together a novel range of sources to tell for the first time at full length the story of one of the most remarkable political friendships of the twentieth century.




PROLOGUE


A FATEFUL CROSSING








IN THE EARLY hours of the morning of 25 November 1956 there was unusual activity at the small port town of Tuxpán, one of the few settlements situated between Veracruz and Ciudad Madero on the long, sweeping arc of Mexico’s eastern coast. Soaked by a wind-blown drizzle that foretold an approaching storm, a small group of men were busily carting biscuits, water and medical supplies up a precarious gangplank to where a small pleasure craft was moored along the river that flowed down into the port. Two attractive young girls gave a hand as Hershey bars, oranges and a couple of hams were stowed among the rifles, ammunition and anti-tank guns already on board.


Overseeing these last-minute preparations, was the six-foot-two figure of the Cuban lawyer Fidel Castro, one of the country’s most promising basketball players in a life that could have been; a largely unsuccessful practitioner of law turned politician and now amnestied revolutionary in the life that increasingly was. Tonight was the most important moment in Fidel’s young life to date. Everything he had worked for since walking out of Jesuit school in Havana – his gangster days, his enrolment in armed operations, his months of solitude in prison and, more recently, the long nights of clandestine preparations in exile – all were staked on the success of the next few hours.


Standing nearby in the darkness was the much leaner figure of the Argentine doctor Ernesto Guevara, until then a reluctant medic and researcher who was at heart a traveller and a poet: a free spirit shackled to a burning desire to do something. But what, until he had met Fidel, he did not quite know. He too stood that night on the brink of a new period in his life, one from which there would be no return but which he had sought, perhaps without quite knowing it, all his life. The two men did not speak as the silent mobilisation got underway.


More than a hundred other men had been summoned to Tuxpán. Many had arrived in ones and twos from the various safe houses and sparsely furnished back-street hotels in which they had been lodged since the group’s release from prison a few months earlier. Guevara himself arrived in an old Ford Pontiac. Its tyres crunched over the loose dirt of the road as someone wheeled it off to be hidden. Some of the men around him embraced each other silently in the dark, but nobody spoke. Like men on a prison break, their task for the moment was simply to lie low, keeping out of sight in the small warehouse next to where the boat was being loaded.


Castro, the mastermind of the whole operation, was among the few men standing outside in the rain. He wore a black cape, and a Thomson machine gun rested across his thighs. He looked concerned and kept glancing at his watch. Not all of his men had yet arrived and, despite having continually shuttled them from one safe house to another, he was fearful the Mexican police might have been alerted to his plans. It was not just them he had reason to fear. In the last few months his group had been tracked by Cuba’s feared SIM agents – the dictatorship’s notorious Military Intelligence Service – as well as Mexico’s own Federal Security forces and the United States’ Federal Bureau of Investigation.


The governments of all three countries had watched the activities of Castro’s group closely since he had publicly declared his intention to overthrow the incumbent Cuban regime. Their fears had only been heightened when the group were temporarily detained in a sting operation, and the secret ranch where these men had been training was uncovered. Fidel had managed to secure their release, but the communist credentials of one Dr Ernesto Guevara had been splashed all across the Mexican newspapers by editors who caught, amongst the growing Cold War tensions of the country, the unmistakeable scent of a good scandal.


Fidel had chosen their point of departure with these recent events in mind. Tuxpán was a desolate place, a small port town hopefully poised at the opening of a river. Here neither customs house nor immigration controls existed, allowing the would-be revolutionaries a degree or two of freedom in their preparations. For now at least, they were also aided by the weather. The previous day had been one of the stormiest of the year and tonight everything in the half-lit town receded even further into the moonless night.


It was here that Fidel had found the boat that would take them to Cuba and every now and then, as the men loaded equipment on to it via the single plank, it was illuminated in the reflection of the lights on the water: the Granma, a shabby, sixty-three-foot wooden craft with two sickly diesel engines for propulsion. Far from Castro’s first choice – in fact, the only craft available in the rapid escalation of events that had engulfed his small band of rebels over the previous weeks – she had already sunk once during a hurricane in 1953. The boat had been prepared with two days to spare by one of Castro’s men, tortured during the group’s arrest five months earlier, and a Mexican gun smuggler named El Cuate (buddy) who had sourced half of their weapons as well. But with only the patchiest of repairs carried out by the two men, working at night by a bare bulb so as not to rouse suspicion, she looked as though she might well sink again.


‘You’ll not get more than a dozen men on that,’ Melba Hernandez, a loyal member of the Cuban resistance and one of the young women helping with the preparations, told Fidel when she saw it. In many ways she was right, but Fidel refused to believe it. ‘She’ll take ninety,’ he declared obstinately. In any case it was too late now to find another craft to carry them to Cuba. When the order to board was given, eighty-two men shuttled out of the warehouse and managed to squeeze themselves below deck. Some, armed with the few machine guns that El Cuate had obtained, took up their positions on the deck. Fearing arrest if he waited any longer for the last few men, Fidel gambled on luck staying with him and set about making the final preparations.





Guevara’s official capacity on the expedition was medical officer and head of personnel. Despite being personally and ideologically committed to the domineering figure of Fidel Castro ever since they had met the previous summer, and though, as he put it, for such a noble cause it seemed ‘worth dying on some foreign beach somewhere’, he had his reservations about the course they were taking. These were not fears of failure – though any commonsense appraisal would suggest that success was unlikely. Like all the other men crouching in the shadows that night, Guevara had an optimism bordering on blind faith that they would achieve their aims. His suspicions rested instead on the fact that, once successful, the revolution would go the same way as most other attempts to overthrow corrupt governments across Latin America. Given time, Guevara thought, this Cuban revolution would succumb to Western dollars and bourgeois greed just like the rest. But he put these thoughts to one side for now, and focused on the task at hand.


The young Guevara had already made his rushed farewells to the wife he had met during the second of his two epic journeys around the continent. ‘Is something going to happen?’ Hilda had asked her husband when one of the movement’s members came nervously to the house and asked for him. Another comrade had just been arrested again, and his papers and some weapons taken. ‘No, just precautions . . . ,’ he replied, gathering his things but not looking at her. When he was finished, he went over to the crib where their baby daughter was asleep and caressed her. ‘Then he turned, held me, and kissed me,’ Hilda recalled. ‘Without knowing why, I trembled and drew closer to him. Afterward I would remember how he tried to remain natural at that time, and I knew how much he must have forced himself. He left that weekend and did not come back.’


It was really only Fidel who had any idea at this point what was going to happen, or at least what he hoped would happen. Deep in thought about the arrangements he had made in Cuba to receive them, he made his own less emotional farewells. For once he avoided the theatrics and the speeches, never straying from the task at hand. He put his arm around his good friends and fellow underground conspirators de Cárdenas, his wife and Orquidea Pino, before issuing his final order to them: ‘Hide, all of you, hide yourselves, and don’t go out until you hear we either got there or were arrested.’


The only message Fidel was concerned to send after that was a coded one to alert his supporters on the island. Once the men were safely on their way, with their supporters following them along the coast in blacked out cars, that message – ‘Book ordered out of print’ – would be duly cabled to Santiago de Cuba, along with a couple of others to Havana and Santa Clara. After a final hug with Melba, Fidel took up the gun he had handed briefly to a comrade and ordered the last of those who were coming to follow him on board when they had loosened the ropes. With that he bounded up the gangplank to the ship’s cabin and ordered the boat to cast off. It was nearly two in the morning, and already it was time they were gone.





The event that would soon come to play such an important role in the Cold War and that would reshape the political landscape of Latin America was underway. Although various intelligence agencies were tracking the movements of Fidel’s group of rebels, the governments in Washington and Moscow were themselves largely unaware of what was afoot. Rumours of rebellion were constant traffic in this part of the world and Washington gave the activities of Fidel Castro no particular attention: its primary concern was whether any uprisings were communist in nature, and though Castro had by then made something of a name for himself he had never publicly said anything about communism. Despite their having an embassy in Havana and a consulate in Santiago de Cuba, one of them just a few miles away from where Castro planned to land, the US government had no idea of the extent of Fidel’s underground movement on the island.


The Soviet leadership too was occupied with other matters. As the Granma prepared to sail tanks were still grinding their way around the streets of Budapest where Nikita Khrushchev, Stalin’s successor, had deployed them to crush an uprising just weeks before. Hungary was not Khrushchev’s only concern. Communist China under Chairman Mao was growing increasingly powerful and restless at the presumed primacy of the Soviet Union within the socialist bloc countries and the Soviet Premier had just been roundly criticised by the West for voicing his infamous ‘we will bury you’ speech to a group of Western diplomats in Moscow.


Only a year before things had looked so much better for Khrushchev and his prime minister, Nikolai Bulganin, as they made a state visit to India. So positive had their reception been in Calcutta, where the two Soviet leaders had been completely engulfed by a vast gathering of more than two million, that their security guards had violently elbowed and jack-booted their way through the crowds to ‘rescue’ them, lifting the two statesmen up above their heads and carrying them back to the safety of their official limousines like precious dolls. Khrushchev had been impressed by the whole experience that had left him with a tantalising sense of the possibilities the USSR might yet exploit in some of the recently independent nations around the globe as it sought to retain its international standing relative to the Americans and the Chinese.


Though Khrushchev did not know it, a young affiliate of the Soviet embassy in Mexico, Nikolai Leonov had in fact already made friends with Che and with Fidel’s brother, Raúl. Khrushchev would not learn of Leonov’s ‘contact’ with the Cuban rebels under Fidel for some time yet. Nor indeed was Fidel to realise the full extent of his brother’s and Che’s involvement with the communists until several years later. For the moment, Fidel Castro, Ernesto Guevara, and the other men aboard the Granma sailed into a new and as yet undefined era largely unwatched by either of the superpowers and unencumbered by the finer details of their political programme.





Today in Tuxpán – a town with little else to sell itself by – there exists a small museum recording the ‘great historic expedition’ of the Granma and its crew. On the night of 24 November 1956, however, no one in the town had any idea of the importance of the events that were beginning to unfold as the boat slipped down the river to where it opened up to the sea. Squall warnings had been posted along the Mexican coast and the streets of the town were empty. Through the portholes of the overloaded vessel, sitting low on the water, the men could see the occasional light slip by as the boat crossed the harbour and turned out into the rougher waters of the Gulf of Mexico.


As the rebels hit the full force of the storm, the boat yawed precariously against the waves and soon all inessential items had to be thrown overboard. To make matters worse, the engines were playing up and they were shipping water. Fidel’s plan was to head towards the western tip of Cuba before making a wide turn south of the island, passing along the coasts of Jamaica and Grand Cayman. This way, he had reasoned, they could avoid being in Cuban waters for almost the entire journey before making a quick dash at the last minute for the southernmost tip of the island, which juts out like the skull of a hammerhead shark, and from where they could scramble up into the sanctuary of the mountains that limn the southern shores of the island.


But no sooner had they left the Mexican coast than the rebels all but ran into a Mexican navy frigate. Fortunately the frigate failed to spot the Granma low in the water as the rain poured down. When the coast had receded a little further Fidel deemed it safe to put on the boat’s lights. A few hours later, in spite of the waves that continued crashing against the small craft ‘like mountains’, the tension of the initial departure eased somewhat and the men on board began to sing. Guevara joined in with the Cuban national anthem as if it were his own as cries of ‘Viva la Revolución!’ and ‘Abajo la Dictadura!’ were hurled out into the night.


Then, all of a sudden, their voices fell silent. Aware that they were alone in the vast blackness of the open sea, the men stood looking at each other through the rain and the spray for a short but undoubtedly memorable moment. Perhaps now that they were a band again, after months of isolation in cramped safe houses, they were reminding themselves of who they were and who, for now, they were with as they headed out on that dark stretch of water towards the unknown: a journey, a war, their freedom or their death.


Meanwhile, the small boat continued to be thrown about. Rain and spray poured from the roof, and it seemed as if the Granma might list into the dark waters at any moment. Someone ordered the bilge pumps to be turned on, only to find that they didn’t work properly; the men took to baling the craft out with buckets instead. Amid the renewed confusion Faustino Pérez, one of Fidel’s inner circle, sought out his leader, busy shifting water, to suggest that they sail closer to the coast. ‘This is lost!’ he shouted to Fidel over the storm. But Fidel seemed not to hear him.





In the town of Santiago de Cuba, near to where the Granma was due to land, the members of underground revolutionary movement on the island swung into action. Celia Sánchez, daughter of the doctor at a vast sugar mill whose first-hand experiences of conditions there had given him the sharp sense of injustice that he had imparted to his children, and Frank País, the son of a Baptist minister and a radical young student leader, were busy implementing the final elements of the carefully prepared plan. They had received from Fidel the coded telegram ‘Book ordered out of print’, and the two of them now set about organising an armed uprising and strike to coincide with the Granma’s landing.


The President of Cuba, Fulgencio Batista y Salvidar, was informed too. Castro and Batista had met on a number of occasions when Fidel had been an aspiring politician, but since Fidel’s more radical turn Batista had kept a close eye on the man whom everyone acknowledged to be as brilliant as he was unpredictable. Batista had long been abreast of Castro’s plans, but he was confident that any attempt to land a small group of men on the island would be picked up long before they reached the coast. There would be no invasion by ‘gangsters’, he had assured his people in El Mundo newspaper just three days before. The army was ‘alert, competent and fully capable of handling any insurrection that might take place’.


The telegram Castro had sent as they departed had told País, Sánchez and their men to expect Castro before dawn on 30 November. So that morning, as people were getting up, País’s small force, armed with ‘rifles, machine guns, grenades, and Molotov cocktails’, attacked key points in Santiago. With the element of surprise in their favour around three hundred men in uniforms and the red and black armbands that indicated their adherence to Fidel’s movement took control of the radio station. For much of the day the town was closed down, the inhabitants either shut up their shops or stayed at home. And while the army and the police remained in their barracks, unsure of the situation, País had created a perfectly executed diversion for Castro’s landing.


All that day País’s men waited, holding their positions, but the Granma was nowhere to be seen. As afternoon turned to dusk the government forces went on the counter-attack. By nightfall, País knew he had to withdraw. On the coast near Niquero, where they were expecting Castro to arrive, Celia Sánchez had also got together around a hundred men. But again, having successfully mustered a sizeable rebel force and waited for the promised landing they too had to withdraw, as army reinforcements flown in from Havana began scouring the countryside in pursuit. With the disbanding of Sánchez’s men went Fidel’s last hope for a diversion.





Some time later, Che himself described the Granma’s travails across the Gulf of Mexico: ‘The entire boat had a ridiculously tragic aspect: men with anguish reflected in their faces, grabbing their stomachs; some with their heads inside buckets, and others fallen in the strangest positions, motionless, their clothes filthy from vomit.’ He was suffering more than most on account of the asthma that had plagued him since childhood and because, in the hurry to depart, the expedition’s doctor had left his own medicines behind.


Half way to Cuba the situation worsened. Fidel learned that, while the carefully planned strikes and mobilisations had indeed brought the country to a standstill, the Granma was still three days short of her destination. As their rations ran low and the salt air edged their hunger, the men could only listen impotently to the ship’s radio telling them of the gradual crushing of the uprisings. Already in Santiago, which was Fidel’s home town, dozens of men now lay dead. ‘I wish I could fly!’ he shouted in anguish to Faustino as the Granma chugged on at its infuriating slow pace and the occasional plane overhead kept the men in a state of constant tension.


Shortly before 5.00 a.m. on 2 December the craggy green coastline of Fidel’s beloved island finally came into view. It was the first time Guevara had set eyes upon it. But the final landing, at the appropriately named Purgatory Point, was more of a shipwreck than anything else. The boat beached on a sandbank nearly a mile out and the men were forced to climb down into the chest-high water. Checking their rifles, many found that the seawater had jammed the parts. But these were the only weapons they had, and they could ill afford to discard them. With guns held aloft, they began an exhausting trudge towards the shore.


As they scrambled out of the water the men encountered swampy wasteland that was hardly any easier to traverse. ‘Some comrades had to be carried by the stronger men in the group,’ one of them later wrote. ‘As soon as we reached solid ground we threw ourselves on the abundant grass, exhausted, hungry, and totally covered with mud.’ By then the coastguard boat had successfully alerted Batista’s men. ‘They shot at us persistently from the air and the coast’, Guevara recalled, ‘and after a while only half of us were alive, or only half-alive if we take into consideration our condition.’


Those who were able to headed for the cover of the nearby mangrove trees. But without maps, or the guides who had been supposed to meet them and provide reinforcement, they were utterly lost. As their clothes baked dry in the sun they could do nothing but stumble on, breaking up into ever-smaller groups of men, some of them wandering in a half-delirious state after seven days with little to eat or drink. The haggard rebels were easily tracked down by the spotter planes that circled overhead and the patrols that were hot on their tail.


‘We were an army of shadows, of ghosts, who walked as if following the impulse of some dark psychic mechanism,’ Guevara recalled. That dark mechanism would prove enough to keep himself, Fidel and just eleven others alive. The rest would be caught and summarily executed, or else subjected to the brutal interrogations that Batista’s army had come to specialise in. But even for the lucky ones the seven days of hunger at sea were about to be followed by three more days – ‘terrible ones’ – lost and adrift on land. The Cuban revolutionary war had begun.





A few days later, when some of the rebels had managed to regroup, Fidel was ecstatic, however improbable it might have seemed. ‘Now we have already won the war,’ he declared jubilantly. But for the family and friends whom the would-be revolutionaries had left behind in Mexico, Argentina and elsewhere in Cuba, the news when it finally came the following week was everything that they had feared. ‘INVASION OF CUBA BY BOAT – Fidel Castro, Ernesto Guevara, Raúl Castro, and all other members of expedition dead’ ran the headlines in Mexico’s Novedades paper the day of the landing.


The reports would later prove to have been exaggerated, of course. And in just over two years’ time Fidel Castro and Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara would not only have won the war alongside the rest of the barbudos – the bearded ones – who came to power with them, they would already have become two of the twentieth century’s most iconic figures. But for all that the war had by then shaped them and their friendship, they remained two utterly different individuals who, for most of their lives before they met, had seemed to be travelling in almost the opposite direction. This book begins with their lives before their meeting in Mexico City. These early years set the scene for everything that followed.




PART 1




1. FAITHFUL AND


THE PIG



IT WAS NOT inevitable that they should meet: Fidel Castro and Ernesto Guevara were born to very different families, a little less than two years apart, and at opposite ends of a vastly unequal continent. Their meeting was not the product of fate. They were drawn together by the geographical circumstances of the times and by the way they had each been touched by one of the very few things that their lives by then had in common.


In the first half of the twentieth century, Latin America was a continent that had been undergoing profound change. The former colonial powers, primarily Spain, had long been ejected by the independence movements led by figures such as Simón Bolívar. But in place of outright colonialism had then come the neo-colonialism of economic dependency, leaving those same nations now reliant upon foreign capital, much of it coming from North America, to sustain them.


Governments that looked to all the world despotic and corrupt but which made the resources of their countries available to foreign interests were, by the mechanisms that tied financial power to a position of influence, kept in place. Resentment was on the rise. Mexico had witnessed a full-fledged revolution during the first decades of the century, and by the time Fidel Castro and Ernesto Guevara were born, in 1926 and 1928 respectively, other revolutions were brewing.


Growing up in Oriente, the eastern and most impoverished region of Cuba, the young Fidel Castro was intimately familiar with just such a picture. His father, Angel, was a former cavalry quartermaster who had fought for the Spanish in Cuba’s war of independence. At the close of the war in 1898 Angel returned briefly to Spain but caught a steamship back to Santiago de Cuba in December 1903. He began selling lemonade on the wharves there before working on the country’s vast sugar plantations. He married, worked his way through the sugar cropping hierarchy and settled on a comfortable ranch in eastern Cuba, near the town of Mayarí.


Lina Ruz González, Fidel’s mother, was from the west of the island. She arrived in Oriente along with her father, a travelling salesman, carried in the small cart in which he used to store his wares. Lina was offered work by Angel and his wife, but she and Angel were soon having an affair. Like Angel, Lina was of working-class roots, with, in later life, a matronly appearance topped by a beaked face and heavy-rimmed glasses. In the blossom of youth, however, she was Charleston-thin and persuadable. In the only photo of her to have been released, an older Lina looks unimpressed, made up but with heavy eyes. The photographer seems not to have her attention.


One who always did was their second son, Fidel Castro Ruz, born on a clear August night in 1926 to the sound of contented cattle underneath the stilt-framed house, and of hens scrabbling around for space in the nearby pens. For all the peace of the setting, however, the child was born into turbulent times. The first quarter of the century since the war of 1898 that had first brought Angel to Cuba, was marked by a series of rebellions and uprisings.


In 1925, less than two years before Fidel’s birth, Gerardo Machado y Morales, a former meat man turned business magnate, had risen to power on the back of a surging world market for the island’s principal export of sugar. But the Great Depression was already gathering on the horizon, and as the economy faltered, Machado – who with his wing-collared suits and thick round spectacles looked every inch the university intellectual – donned the heavy boots of the dictator.


Under the terms of the 1901 Platt Amendment by which, following their involvement in the Spanish–American war of 1898, the United States had secured effective control over the island in exchange for turning power over to a Cuban government, Cuba’s leaders came and went in accord with Washington’s interests rather than those of the Cuban people. American policy favoured order and control over social progress so as to safeguard its own substantial investments on the island. Machado – that ‘tropical Mussolini’ – like those who had come before him was thus given a relatively free rein.


The community at Birán, where Fidel would spend his first few years, was a mixture of all the classes: a community of around a thousand workers from the surrounding Caribbean islands, Europe and America. During the sugar harvest, the centre of this small and relatively isolated community was the cock-fighting pit. Every Sunday the immigrants who worked on the farm would gather to watch the fights, betting as much as their meagre wages would allow. Those who won would celebrate into the early hours with rum and dancing until they could stand no more.


These were the parents of the children whom Castro and his brothers and sisters would play with – though never quite as equals. With them, Fidel – their ‘little Lord Fauntleroy’, as one biographer described him – would go riding around the estate, down to the river or across to the foothills of the sierra, searching for birds to shoot with their home-made catapults. Fidel especially liked to ride his horse up on the plateau at Pinares de Mayarí, ‘savouring the sweet air and the perfect climate’, and looking out across the American-owned land all around. Despite his subsequent years of fine schooling, Fidel would always carry with him the echo of these rural surroundings of his youth.


The school where Fidel took his first lessons, in a seat at the front of the class, was just a few yards from where the cocks would peck and scratch their owners to financial ruin on Sundays. Here the young Castro clan had their own sort of war with the teacher. In fact they got through about four or five teachers, the war being the only consistent element of their otherwise potholed education. As Fidel himself later put it, somewhat euphemistically, ‘We responded according to how we were treated.’ The son of a relatively rich man brought up among the children of the poor, the young Fidel was ever the ringleader of these playtime plots.


Accordingly, he was despaired of as much as he was doted upon. When his sisters caught him red-handed one day, after he had dragged a shotgun into the yard and despatched a sizeable number of the family chickens, Fidel tried (unsuccessfully) to avoid their telling his father by offering to show them how to fire the weapon themselves. It was around this time that Angel decided to send Fidel, along with his sister Angelita and brothers Ramón and Raúl, to a religious boarding school in Santiago.





If Fidel was born to a rich family among the poor his future comrade in arms, Ernesto Guevara de la Serna, was born to a family fallen from the rich. Argentina was nothing like Cuba. Though part of the South American mainland, it had less in common with the rest of the continent than Cuba did. Argentines tended to see themselves as better off and more independent than their brethren elsewhere in Latin America.


When Ernesto was born, the Radical Party of Hipólito Yrigoyen that had been ushered in to replace Argentina’s corrupt governing oligarchy was still in power. It was a short-lived period of political advance in which all men were granted the right to vote, irrespective of their social status or class (women would have to wait until 1947) and one that greatly bolstered the aspirations of a new middle class. The military and traditional ruling classes were already plotting their return, but Ernesto’s family circumstances would ensure he would live out much of his younger life isolated from – and indeed uninterested in – the seismic political shifts going on around him.


Ernesto’s father, Ernesto Guevara Lynch, was the grandson of one of South America’s richest men, while his mother, Celia de la Serna Guevara, was descended from a Spanish viceroy. His paternal grandfather had been a geographical surveyor, diligently marking out the borders between countries that the grandson would make a career out of disrespecting. Both the Guevaras and the de la Sernas were somewhat fallen in wealth and standing by the time Ernesto was born to the noble lineage, however, and his parents were in any case uncompromising heretics when it came to the conventions of their class: he would inherit neither the wealth nor the social values of his forebears. The values they handed down were those of the aspiring middle classes whose ranks they now joined, accompanied by a certain inbuilt sense of entitlement that would match Fidel’s.


Ernesto’s parents had met in Buenos Aires in 1926. Celia, ‘a dramatic looking girl of twenty with an aquiline nose, wavy hair, and brown eyes’, had recently graduated from high school. She was ‘well read but unworldly, devout but questioning. Ripe, in other words, for a romantic adventure.’ Ernesto Guevara Lynch may have been drawn to a ‘snowy neck kept bare with beads’ as one family friend put it, but what he got was a very modern, iconoclastic woman – ‘She was the first woman’, one of her nieces recalled later, ‘. . . who had her [hair bobbed] like a boy’s, who smoked and crossed her legs in public.’


Celia had asked for her inheritance to be released early in order to fund her husband’s plan to develop a tea plantation in the remote and somewhat mysterious region of Misiones. The family had refused and so the day after their marriage Ernesto and Celia de la Serna Guevara absconded to Misiones where the already three months pregnant Celia would give birth to Ernesto in May 1928.


There were strong differences between the parents, however, that came to a head when Ernesto developed asthma at the age of two. Guevara Lynch privately harboured the belief that it was his wife’s insistence on taking the child swimming in cold water that had caused it. ‘She had a particular character’, he later wrote, trying to be understanding. ‘It wasn’t so much that she was irresponsible as that danger attracted her.’


These early years, in a region of thick impenetrable forests cut through with fast rivers and traversed by pumas, yaguaretes and lianas, and as far from Buenos Aires as Fidel was from Havana, were thus ‘difficult but happy’, as Ernesto’s father recalled. And though the effect of the damp climate on Ernesto’s asthma soon forced them to return to the city, those days would remain forever like a favourite family holiday, spoken about in the house for years after the event, its imperfections glossed, its freshness repeatedly aired, the details of life there carefully logged. The only echo of it that young Ernesto would retain, however, was a lifelong love of the yerba maté tea that they tried, with little success and less profit, to grow there.


Where the Castros’ world was based on the solid routine of the farm at Birán, the Guevaras lived more of a peripatetic life as they moved from country to city and back again, propelled one way by the father’s business adventures and the other by the son’s asthma. Ernesto’s parents tried everything to cure his asthma, subjecting the child to a barrage of bizarre treatments – anything that looked, smelt or felt as though it might do the trick. Medication and herbal teas came first. When they failed, witchdoctors with their cats and sandbags to be placed in his bed, were ushered in upon the convalescent scene.


Already demonstrating that he had inherited his mother’s wilfulness, the child refused to succumb to his asthma. When out with friends he would fight his tightening chest to the point where he had to be carried back home by his playmates, who would do their best to haul his prostrate little body along by taking an arm or a leg each. ‘When he was really delicate we would go to his house and look at him for a bit through the window,’ Enrique Martín, a school friend, recalled. ‘If he couldn’t come out, or we saw he was really ill, we would leave straight away because his father didn’t like us bothering him. Poor kid, sometimes he looked half-dead. All the same, two or three days later he would be back out running and jumping around.’ This was the essence of Ernesto.


In the autumn of 1931 the family (now with a daughter, Celia, and the recently born second son, Roberto, in tow), moved to the central highlands of Córdoba, settling in the small spa town of Alta Gracia. In a fitting scene of what was to come, the congregation of this predominantly Catholic town were returning from mass as the Guevaras roared into town in the family’s Chrysler Voiturette. The new arrivals had brought their ‘little creature’ – as Guevara Lynch was accustomed to calling his first-born son – to recuperate for a spell in the fabled dry climate of this quiet, steepled town, with its bullfights and friezes and the unmistakable atmosphere of old Spain.


While political turmoil was being stirred up elsewhere in the country, as the workers railed against the government and the government in turn railed against the British businesses that exerted considerable control over the Argentine economy, things were all rather mute in Alta Gracia, where five o’clock tea and déjeneur concert at the Sierras Hotel were the order of the day. But the Guevaras’ lifestyle of ‘impoverished aristocrats’ made them a strange sight in such a conservative town. Celia in particular raised eyebrows almost anywhere she went, with her cropped hair and her trousers and her tendency to ‘often speak openly with her husband’. Always the quixotic outsiders, they were known to the locals as the ‘live how you likes’, after the Spanish title of the popular film You Can’t Take It With You: Vive Como Quieras.


Unlike Fidel, who was boarding from the age of six, Ernesto did not go to school regularly until he was almost nine years old. Instead, he was tutored at home by Celia, his ‘old girl’ as he liked to call her. She was always his confidante, his father recalled, and the young lad in turn was the one she would turn to for consolation. If his frequent asthma attacks kept Ernesto away from school they did not, however, keep him from developing into one of the brightest children among his peers. Like Fidel, he simply learned to study on his own. And given the lack of peace and quiet in the family home, he would often scuttle outside and hide in the chicken run with a pile of books; the result was crumby pages but, unlike Fidel, he left the chickens well alone. Such isolation endowed him with a scholarly mien that for now said little of a more deep-rooted boisterousness. It may also have exacerbated a natural impatience that would chase his decision-making throughout life.


But the voluble side was always there for those who cared to see it. When Ernesto finally began full-time at the local Escuela San Martín in March 1937 he was nine, two years older than the others. He was well ahead of them academically, too. On being assessed on his first day, he was passed straight into second grade, skipping the two preparatory years. Spared these years of rote and register, he also soon became that pupil who always thought he knew better than the teacher. Much to the teachers’ chagrin, and undoubtedly to his doting mother’s delight, at least some of the time he did. When he was asked primly, having been speaking over the teacher, whether he would like to show the other children how to do a complex new equation she was trying to teach them or keep quiet, Ernesto opted for the former and promptly gave the correct demonstration. An exasperated but quietly approving teacher could only respond: ‘Do like Guevara, children. Don’t learn, know!’


A constant feature of the Guevaras’ countless homes, even when they moved from Alta Gracia to Córdoba where Ernesto would spend his early adolescence, was an impromptu and always chaotic library. Wherever they lived, every nook and cranny was filled with books, and Ernesto’s father would spend much of his free time pottering about the house, pulling one of the books from the shelves or piles to peruse it in some comfortable if sparsely furnished corner. His son picked up the habit, both of reading and of paying scant attention to his surroundings. Salgari, Stevenson and Dumas were among the writers he had read by the age of twelve. He loved books about discovery and adventure in particular, and soon began to keep a list. His somewhat precocious ‘Catalogue of Books Read in Alphabetical Order’ reveals a particular affinity for Jules Verne, with twenty-three titles recorded under this heading.


Another habit he picked up was his father’s fascination with graphology, the analysis of handwriting. Given the importance that writing would play in Ernesto’s life – his diligent keeping of diaries and reading lists, his philosophical notebooks, his journalism and his historical tracts – it is more than a little ironic that his own ‘belle lettre’ should be quite such a bilious beast. Allusions to his hopeless handwriting pepper his later and very voluminous correspondence. At times it is almost as if he takes a wilful pride in obscuring his prose.


Despite the best efforts of those who have sifted patiently through them, Che’s letters, when they have appeared in print, are often marked by the same problems: ‘Illegible word, could be pelotudos [stupid] . . .’, or, as elsewhere, ‘In the [illegible word] already narrated, I encountered . . .’. Sometimes just a space appears, in place of the ‘illegible word’, signalling something that might have been. It became something of a running joke in the family. In a letter which the twenty-five-year-old Ernesto wrote home from Guatemala, he commented with his usual dryness on a rather short missive he had just received from his father: ‘Your letters, very Guevara, big script, generous characters, page immediately full.’


Many years after his son had perished, Guevara Lynch – pottering about the house as ever – came across some of his old graphology texts in which he found the annotations of the young Ernesto who, it seemed, had set himself to analyse his own impenetrable scrawl. The sentence he would write out year after year to spot the changes was: ‘I believe I have sufficient strength – and I feel it in these moments – to rise to the scaffold with my head raised up. I am not a victim, I am a drop of blood that fertilises the land of France.’ Clearly these words made an impression on Ernesto, but as with everything from this time they ought not to be read too closely. They were just another set of clothes he was trying on, all the time figuring out how he wanted to dress his life.





Fidel had rather less choice about the path he was expected to follow when he arrived as a schoolboy in Santiago de Cuba. The city, whose buildings were still painted in the bright pinks, ochres and blues of the colonial era, had a strongly Caribbean feel to it. People spoke more quickly here than in Havana, they dropped their Rs, and Bahamian English could be heard mixing with the Yoruba and Hausa carried over from the days of the slave trade. Here was where Fidel would spend all but the summers of the next ten years or so, shuttling between the mean and impoverished house of his guardians, where he would often be locked into his tiny attic room to study, and periods at boarding school, first at a place called La Salle, then at the larger, Jesuit-run Dolores.


They were dangerous years in the city. Santiago was at the sharp end of an incoming era of social change. Sometimes bombs went off in the area where Fidel lodged, keeping him up at night. One day, sitting in the doorway of the house he stayed in opposite the high school, he watched as a number of students were chased down the road for having insulted a small group of soldiers. Before long the boys were being dragged back down the street and hauled into jail.


Fidel now began his own run-ins with authority. ‘I knew all the scholastic tortures,’ he later recalled. ‘Every day he fought,’ his brother Raúl remembered, even with the priests. One time, a quarrel with the teachers’ pet at La Salle came back to haunt him when the boys were assembled for benediction in the chapel. Halfway through, the sacristy door opened and a priest called Fidel outside to ask him what had happened. Just as Fidel began to tell him, the priest struck him with such force that it was remembered, nearly eighty years later, as a ‘vengeful’ and ‘cruel’ thing to have done, a ‘great and shameful pain’.


Dolores, a Jesuit school just up the hill from La Salle, was no less strict. A photo from the time shows the students dressed in their white military uniforms with leather sashes and carefully pitched caps. During his time here Fidel wrote a letter to President Franklin D. Roosevelt which turned up many years later during a sweep of the White House files. ‘Send me a ten dollar bill, American?’ Fidel precociously asked. Roosevelt never replied, but the acknowledgement from his office was pinned up outside the classroom for weeks. ‘I didn’t know you had written to Roosevelt,’ one of his fellow pupils said to him on seeing it. ‘Yeah, well,’ a now altogether more angular Fidel – he was at this age all elbows and knees – replied. ‘He won the election. But the Americans are assholes. I asked for ten dollars and they didn’t send me a cent.’


Dolores was an important period in Fidel’s younger life. It was only a small preparatory academy and boarding school – there were just 238 boys when he was there – but it was a place accustomed to producing the country’s next generation of leaders. As one account suggests, ‘To be a Dolores boy was to walk through the Plaza Dolores as if you owned it, and to step right past students in the uniforms of other Colegios without comment.’ Like Ernesto, Fidel too learned a sense of entitlement at a young age. Enclosed behind high walls, with its students locked in at night by an iron key, Dolores, like all Jesuit schools, was based on a military structure. At 7.45 a.m. a handbell would be rung by one of the borders (a regulador), calling them to order. It gave them and the day pupils who had by then arrived precisely 270 seconds to get to their places for mass first, then classes.


The tenets of the Jesuit curriculum, the Ratio Studiorium, perfected in the fifteenth century and adhered to ever since, were well summed up by the famous nineteenth-century Jesuit scholar Father Luís Martín. ‘The mere acquisition of knowledge is not enough,’ he said. ‘Our special obligation is to develop the natural talents.’ Boiled down, that meant, as one of Fidel’s fellow pupils said, ‘[T]hey got in your head and prepared you for a triumphant life.’ Jesuits wanted not only learned men, but men of character (and civic virtue thereby). Castro’s later life was to be an object lesson in how to reverse this logic: he took the learning and used it to develop his own vision of civic virtue. He was an arch-pragmatist from the start.


After the boys were called to attention in the morning, they would give a military salute before snaking out of their lines and into the chapel. The Jesuits they saluted wore high-collared black robes except on the hottest of days and spoke with posh Castilian lisps that highlighted the divide between the school and the rest of the city. Punishments for those who transgressed the school’s strict code of conduct – and that included Fidel, of course – were inventive, reaching well beyond ear-pulling and ruler-whipping. ‘Two boys who antagonised each other, routinely and endlessly, were ordered to climb up to the solar, or sun room, that made a kind of fourth floor, and fight it out.’


Fidel would later speak admiringly of his education, and, though it seems finally to have tamed his wilder side one of his fellow pupils recalls his increasingly dominant personality from this time. The ‘little rooster’, as he called him, ‘acted as if he ran the school, rather than attended it’. Certainly Fidel was one of the brightest, another recalls. In particular he set himself to succeed at sport, becoming not only the school’s top athlete but later one of the country’s top pitchers and basketball players. Through sport, Fidel found a means to channel his competitive spirit. ‘When it came to sports everyone thought he was great.’


Off the sports pitch, however – and perhaps this was the reason he first took to it – Fidel suffered from bullying about his bastardism, rumours of which had spread north to Banes from the Las Manacas ranch in Birán, and then south to Santiago, along the lines of money and influence of his father’s circle. Here, Fidel’s very name did not help matters. An unusual name, it was drawn not from his forebears but from his father’s attempt to gain the good favour of a wealthy local businessman – also named Fidel – by asking him to be the godfather of his son. It seems the businessman did not much care to be associated with the lad born to the housemaid, however, and Fidel would remain unbaptised for some years, until a suitable replacement (the Haitian consul in Santiago) could be found. Fidel – which in Spanish means faithful – was thus a peculiarly inappropriate name.


Rumours of this story arrived at Dolores, along with the visiting parents and family members of other children from near Mayarí. The young Fidel simply responded by trying to prove himself quicker and more daring than the other pupils. For a bet one day he rode a bicycle head first into a wall, putting himself in the infirmary for several days. Other accounts have him flinging himself off the top storey of the school building with only a sheet to break his fall. Perhaps more believable than at first it seems, he had actually worked through the problem beforehand like a diligent stuntman, finding just the right place where the hill rose up round the back of the school to make his fall a lot shorter than it appeared.


Fidel’s fellow pupils also all concur that, from even a young age, he had a ‘fabulous’ memory. ‘We would say, “Fidel, what does the sociology book say on page forty-three?” and even if the page ended on half a word, he would say it,’ one recalled. ‘He had a photographic memory,’ affirmed another. It was an ability which, added to his great intelligence, would become Fidel’s saving grace time and again. And if he was by no means a model student, nor even – for all his evident intelligence – much of a student at all, he was, as he would later in all earnestness warn young students not to be, an exceptionally good crammer.


Life at school was thus a maelstrom of contradictions for Fidel, and as turbulent as the times themselves: born to the ‘right’ class, but out of wedlock; the privileged kid from the country brought up in the wrong part of town; ebullient because of his intelligence, but seen as an outsider by many. He was a bully to some, and he was bullied by others. But whatever it was he was always to be found in the thick of things, and as he learned to control his temper he was better able to channel his energy into what had by his teenage years begun to emerge as his favourite project: always, and at any time, to be the best at everything.





Ernesto’s aims were rather less ambitious. The family’s new house in Córdoba, another strongly Catholic town in a predominantly Catholic society, was notable for the cracks that appeared in its walls – as they now also did in Don Ernesto and Celia’s marriage. The darkening family atmosphere aside, young Ernesto’s teenage years were relatively typical for a boy of his class. He had grown into a handsome young man, but his classmates still nicknamed him pelado (baldy) or huevara (egghead) for his characteristically short and fuzzy haircuts. Ernesto’s continual failure to care about his appearance meant he would never quite shed the nickname that he carried with him from Alta Gracia and that he would take with him into adulthood: chancho (pig). Of all his names, this was the one to which he himself was most drawn. He would play up to it, donning his favourite shirt for days on end so that it too earned its own nickname of la semanera (the weekly).


In 1943 the years of tension that had been held in check in Argentina erupted into the first of a series of military coups. It darkened the atmosphere in Córdoba considerably. At Ernesto’s school, some teachers suspected of being reformist were plucked from their jobs. One who was under no such suspicions set about proudly explaining to the class one day how the new military government was going to educate the people. Ernesto immediately began to laugh uncontrollably. The others shuffled a little, and nervous chatter broke out. When the teacher called Ernesto to account he responded, ‘So, teacher, how do you think the military are going to educate the people? If they succeeded, the people would throw them out.’ Furious, and totally outclassed, the teacher threw Ernesto himself into the corridor. Ernesto did not jump to rebellion as quickly or as instinctively as Fidel did, but the potential was always there. It seems that all he ever needed was a push.


In Cuba, Fidel had begun to take control of his own future. When his period of schooling at Dolores was up he asked his father if, rather than return to the ranch, he might go on to study at Belén College in Havana, arguably the best school in the country. With its fountained courtyards and finely detailed wooden ceilings, Belén was the place to be for an aspiring young Cuban. All of which did not come cheap for Angel, who now had to raise Fidel’s allowance – which he would in effect go on paying until his son was fighting in the mountains as a thirty-year-old – to $50 a month.


It was at Belén, under the influence of one of its younger professors, Alberto de Castro – a man with goggle-eyes, but a fantastic orator – that Fidel took to the study of politics and public speaking with a hitherto unrealised passion. A friend of Fidel’s at Belén, José Ignacio Rasco, recalls that now, ‘The two of us were very interested in politics, and especially Latin American problems.’ The public speaking was harder, though. For the great orator and voluble elder statesman he would become, Fidel was, in his later teenage years, a ‘tremendously shy’ man. ‘[I]t wasn’t easy to get on with him,’ concurs another classmate, Juan Rovira. But Fidel was determined to succeed, and would practise speeches by Desmosthenes and Cicero in front of a mirror. He came to see oratory ‘as a sort of verbal warfare’.


Havana was a fractious city at this time, and towards the end of his time at Belén Fidel discovered a rather different sort of politics; one that was rather more immediate than the classical kind emphasised at Dolores, or the rumours and commentary he had picked up about the recent Spanish Civil War that the Spanish immigrant workers in Birán had followed so closely. As Ernesto set off on his first series of travels, Fidel was soon to have a run-in with the gangs that ran wild about the city from their base in the university, an almost law-free zone. It was to be a very particular sort of education.


As the first half of the twentieth century drew to a close, the elements that would shape the two young men’s lives were, like a puzzle, being gradually worked out at the margins. They had grown up in, and come to know, very different parts of the continent. But it was only really as young men that they would develop, in complementary register, a sense of belonging to those places. As they both adhered staunchly to their own, highly individualised creed, they would for the next few years follow paths that seemed to be leading them in almost the opposite direction. In following these different paths, though, they would each also absorb the experiences with which they would forge a revolutionary project together.




2. ZARPAZO!








THE BURLY YOUNG man, dressed incongruously in a dark blue wool suit and tie despite the late summer heat, burst into the café. The year was 1947. It was still almost a decade before Fidel and Che would meet for the first time, and the still somewhat awkward-looking Fidel Castro was in his third year at Havana University. ‘I was sitting inside having lunch with a journalist,’ Alfredo Guevara recalled. Alfredo, no relation of Ernesto, was perhaps Fidel’s closest friend from university. The café, on the corner of L and 27 Streets, was a regular hangout for its students being just to one side of the famous stone steps – the escalinata – that lead up to the university perched atop a hill like a Caribbean acropolis. From the top of the steps a statue of the Alma Mater sits with robes billowing about an august chair, her back to the campus and her arms outstretched as she gazes across the city.


‘I have to speak to you,’ the youth in the suit said to Alfredo. Even from a distance the young man’s distinctive gait – loping and sloven but with a briskness – would have made it clear who he was. Fidel Castro was already known as an agitator around the university campus and his demeanour verged on the theatrical. His suit, which would reappear many decades later as he declared his country open for business, was in this first incarnation a kind of uniform, his personal trademark. He was rarely seen without it, and he always had it carefully arranged. Fidel wanted to look different, a cut above the rest, if not too obviously so. Accordingly he wore the jacket open, with his patterned tie at half-mast, and he exhibited not a trace of the military staunchness that in later life would complement his trademark olive-green tunics. His next few years, however, would see him find a voice in national politics, marry and set up a home in which he would never really manage to settle down. He would taste exile for the first time, and come close to losing his life more than once.


The moment he bounded into the café to see Alfredo was the culmination of a period of intense activity for Fidel that had begun the moment he left Belén. Havana was the epicentre of Cuban politics and the university was at the heart of the systematic corruption that supported it. This grand city of half a million people, the largest in the Caribbean, lay cupped around a great harbour where in past centuries Spanish ships laden with gold and other riches of the earth used to congregate before setting sail as a fleet for Europe. The most regular comings and goings in the 1940s, however, were of the omnibuses as they ferried people in and out of the reparteros, the surrounding suburbs, to the old colonial heart of the city with its cramped streets and alleys that opened on to the plazas, the parks and the sea.


Within a half-hour’s stroll from the university, along the great harbour road, the Malecón, Fidel could take in at a glance from those he passed the different classes and not a few of the nations of the Americas. By the late 1940s Havana had become a tropical playground for the rich but discontent simmered deep within the city as the corruption of Cuba’s then government of Ramón Grau San Martin spread to all parts of life. There was a growing restlessness about the city during the years that Fidel spent at the university. It was as a student there, he later claimed, that he became a revolutionary. Fidel, it seems, was never set to experience more peaceful times.


For the last few weeks chants of ‘Down with Grau!’ echoed around the porticos and streets of the city. It was just a tremor of rebellion, but for Fidel, who was looking for a way to make his name on the campus, not a single opportunity was to be missed. Like Ernesto, Fidel was finding that he needed always to keep on the move. But he achieved this without setting out on some great journey. Nervously energetic by nature, he simply kept himself constantly tapped into whichever event was making headlines. He was the one who could never resist trying his hand and he was always seeking new depths to his understanding. If he could add complexity, he would do so. Breadth and novelty had not the interest for him that they held for the far more introspective Ernesto.


Perhaps a little warily that day at the café, though of all people it was he who had the most faith in the endlessly ambitious schemes of his conspiratorial young friend, Alfredo agreed to talk with Fidel. Alfredo Guevara was himself head of the Young Communists at the university. As he recalls, during these years it was ‘quite usual’ for Fidel to drop in on a social gathering and call one of the students outside to discuss some idea of his. ‘We went outside to where another youngster was waiting’, Alfredo said. The journalist remained alone inside. ‘What is it?’ Alfredo asked. ‘I need your help,’ Fidel replied. ‘We’re going to go to Manzanillo,’ he declared, ‘to bring back the bell of Demajagua.’


It was an outrageous suggestion even for Fidel, who since arriving at the university had gained a reputation for his often outlandish schemes. The bell that he was referring to, from the Demajagua sugar plantation near Manzanillo in eastern Cuba, was famous for having been rung in 1868 by Carlos Manuel de Cespedes, the island’s great revolutionary hero, as he gathered together a rebel force, freed his slaves and invited them to join him in the struggle for independence from Spain. The ringing of this bell had marked the beginning of ten years of bloody conflict. It was a profound historical event, firmly anchored in popular memory. Fidel told Alfredo that he intended to bring the bell right to where they now stood and hoist it to the top of the university steps. ‘He presumed that this would attract a large crowd that we would then arm and use to take the palace. He was going to Manzanillo to see about the bell,’ Alfredo recalled, ‘and he asked me to obtain the arms and to be ready.’


Three days after leaving Havana for Manzanillo Fidel returned, posing for pictures in his trademark suit and tie, which he had for once knotted neatly for the benefit of the photographers shoving through the crowd of several thousand students thronging to see them. It was a remarkable coup, and he gleamed with pride as the bell was paraded around the streets of Havana in a convertible that came to meet them at the station. It was, as a fellow student, Max Lesnick, would recall, ‘A transcendental achievement of national notoriety’. But more importantly, it put Fidel’s name on the political map. Within the small and often violent world of student politics in Havana he was now a force to be reckoned with, ‘one of the most colourful and charismatic students of his generation’. For the twenty-one-year-old Fidel Castro, student agitator and political avatar, the first stage in a meticulously planned operation had been successfully completed. He could go home for the day and rest well. He would need to. The bell was about to be stolen.





Nothing could have been further from Ernesto Guevara’s mind at university than student politics. He failed even to pay much attention to Perón’s assertive rise to power. But, like Fidel, he managed to spend his six years of official enrolment in the Faculty of Medicine at the University of Buenos Aires preoccupied with other things.


His decision to study medicine, having always professed an interest in engineering, was the result of a constellation of unhappy events. Before they left Córdoba to live in Buenos Aires his mother had been diagnosed with breast cancer, and in the summer after he graduated from college, while working in Vialidad Province in northern Argentina he received a letter informing him that his favourite grandmother, Ana Isabel, was dying. Ernesto was the last of the family to arrive at her side. He scarcely left her during the two weeks in which she quietly slipped away, and was in an emotional state throughout. ‘It must have been one of the great sadnesses of his life,’ his sister Celia later observed.


From almost the moment of his arrival at university, Fidel had sought out the limelight, but Ernesto kept to the shadows during his studies. It was a distinction that would mark their entire youths before they met and ultimately press upon the nature of their political partnership. Though studying medicine was an obligation that Ernesto had imposed upon himself in order to ‘do’ something about a confluence of events – his mother’s, his grandmother’s, and his own illnesses – it was also one that his instincts would always rebel against. He had no intention of being ‘trapped in the ridiculous medical profession’, he wrote to a girlfriend in 1952. It seems strange, then, that the librarian in the medical faculty recalls that in his first year at university Ernesto was one of the most diligent students, regularly spending entire days in the library.


Perhaps what the librarian failed to notice – but certainly it explains the lower grades that Ernesto was now attaining – was that his reading consisted not only of medical books. Alongside the anatomy notes and the basics of chemistry that he spread out over his desk in the library lay what was for him far more exciting reading: the political and philosophical writings of the Argentine Marxist Aníbal Ponce, as well as works by Jean-Paul Sartre and William Faulkner. All of this extra-curricular reading he carefully – one is tempted to say lovingly – commented on in the philosophical notebooks he continued to keep. He did so with such method that one presumes he must also have spent time poring over them in whatever spare time was left to him: as he rode on one of the old colectivo buses – those heaped curves of colourful tin with their wooden-framed windows – while heading to class, or sitting at a café waiting for an engagement with one of his young porteño friends – the progeny of the city’s cultural elite who filled most of the places at the university.


This new world of radical thought he explored with a plain, mop-haired but not unattractive-looking girl from his class. The first that this young girl, Berta ‘Tita’ Infante, knew of Ernesto was when she heard a ‘warm and deep voice’ in the anatomy room of the Faculty of Medicine. As she recalled, it was a voice which ‘for its accent was provincial’, but which, she soon realised, came from a handsome but graceful figure; one, like her, who had recently arrived in Buenos Aires. The two hit it off immediately. They were both somewhat sensitive individuals and each was going through difficult times at home. ‘Ernesto had great affection for her,’ his sister Celia recalled. But she ‘was very in love with him’.


It did not seem to matter. Their whole relationship was based on their differences. They had not friends, nor interests nor political views in common. But they spent hours talking in the city’s noisy cafés, slumped over books in their rooms at home, or in the contemplative stillness of the Museum of Natural Sciences where they would meet on Wednesdays to study the nervous system. If, during their studies, something surprised them – as it frequently did given their range of interests – they would repeat to each other as a lesson a line from the poem ‘La Victoria’ by the nineteenth-century Argentine poet and doctor Ricardo Gutiérrez: ‘Don’t sing victory hymns on the sunless day of the battle.’


This little billet-doux refrain was a highly incongruous one for such a studious young pairing. Ernesto in fact continued to show little interest in politics. He would sit on the fence when it came to political discussions – ‘He was neither for, nor against, anything,’ Tita herself mused. ‘Marxists,’ as he had said to her, were ‘inflexible sectarians’. But if Ernesto remained uninterested in politics per se, he was becoming increasingly absorbed in his own private study of politics in the philosophical sense. He wanted to know the reasons behind the things he saw around him, and he began searching for the answers ever more systematically in his reading.





On entering university, before he had even conjured up his plan to parade the bell of Demajagua about the city, Fidel had sought almost immediately to gain a seat on some student body. He was first elected class representative in the anthropology of law (softening up the class’s professor with two crates of ‘magnificent oranges’ from the family estate) before being elected as the year representative for the entire Faculty of Law. As Fidel knew well such elected positions were a passport to political power more generally: presidency of the students’ union, the Federation of University Students (FEU), brought with it a guaranteed national political post afterwards, for example. But they carried little weight without the support of one or other of the main rival campus gangs: the Insurrectional Revolutionary Union (UIR) of Emilio Tró and the Socialist Revolutionary Movement (MSR) led by Rolando Masferrer.


The university was effectively run by these two gangs and they in turn answered to President Grau: he called them his ‘fire eaters’. Though an officially elected government, Grau’s Autentico (authentic) party was mired in corruption and violence. ‘I bathe myself, but I also splash,’ Grau once said. And much of his dirty money found its way into the campus politics of the university: the Education Ministry itself saw its 15,000 peso ‘discretionary’ budget – out of which the sinecures to various gang leaders were paid – increase to two million pesos by the time Grau left office in 1948. As the Dean of Social Sciences put it, the university was now awash with ‘pseudo-revolutionary gangsterism’.


In furtherance of his political ambitions, Fidel had no great ideological scruples about obtaining the patronage of the university gangs. As friends of this time recall, he had ‘no real ideological attachment’ at all. He was emerging, rather, as ‘a revolutionary in the traditional American sense of the term’ – he was after influence, the means by which he obtained it mattering somewhat less. For some time, therefore, as he sought to make headway through this political minefield, the young Fidel tried keeping both the UIR and MSR on side. Just in case, he began also to carry a gun. This landed him in a pistol duel one day, when he replied to the campus police who asked him to remove it, ‘If you want it, try and grab it by the barrel.’ The police were themselves thickly involved in the university’s web of gangland vendettas and sinecures, and the policeman whom Fidel turned up to face at the university sports ground had carefully rigged the stage beforehand. Fidel realised just in time, fleeing down the street to safety. As he later recalled, ‘It was a miracle I got out of that alive.’


At the end of his second year at university, in the summer of 1947, Fidel took another step on the ever more radical path he was embarking upon when he signed up to a planned expedition, organised by a group of Dominican exiles led by future president Juan Bosch in cahoots with some of Grau’s top officials and the MSR, to overthrow neighbouring Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo. Trujillo ruled the Dominican Republic with a mad-eyed conviction in his own greatness. He strutted around in brush-capped helmets while signs in the country’s churches announced: ‘God is great, but Trujillo is on earth.’ The planned expedition, an open secret from the start, had a good deal of popular support in Cuba but it soon became embroiled in controversy. For six weeks, while plans for the expedition were finalised, Fidel and the other recruits were kept fed and watered on a secluded cay, Cayo Confites, infested with mosquitoes and searing hot in the daytime. Many of those who had signed up were members of one or other of the university gangs, however, and loyalties soon tipped over into feuds and internal fights.


When word of their son’s involvement in this improbable scheme filtered through to Fidel’s parents, they could take it no longer. Throughout the year they had read reports in the national press of their son’s flirtation with the Cuban underworld. Now it appeared he was rushing headlong into a suicidal farce that could not be anything but a diversion from the proper work of a student at the country’s premier site of learning. Calling him to Havana to meet with them, they insisted Fidel stay away from Cayo Confites and come to see them. ‘If Trujillo doesn’t get you, Salabarria will,’ Lina emplored her headstrong progeny referring to one of the gang leaders behind the operation, Mario Salabarria, who had recently been promoted to head up the Investigations Department of the National Police and whose path Fidel had already crossed. But Fidel would have nothing of it. He just stood there scuffing his feet at the doorway, intent on seeing the project through.


Though the expedition was eventually called off, Fidel arrived back at the university from his parents’ home, where he had gone to rest afterwards, too late to enrol for that year. He seemed unconcerned and opted to sit his courses out of attendance. This would free up more time for politics, and Fidel took immediate advantage. In October, he made one of his by now rather more impassioned and flowing speeches at the funeral of a high-school student who had been shot dead by the bodyguard of a government official during an overheated demonstration. And by November he had pulled off his coup with the bell of Demajagua. In just his third year at university, the Jesuit-schooled boy with the razor-sharp mind and the volatile temper was becoming one of the principal voices of his generation.





Ernesto, meanwhile, was ever the provocative oddball, the one who arrived late at parties, his clothes unkempt, in deliberate contrast to the primped and manicured attire of most of the other boys of his age and class (well-fed young dolts who fussed over the latest slacks from America or the newest style of pullover from Britain). He could not dance, and ignored the fact that his appearance made people turn their heads and talk about him.


He persisted, too, with a surprisingly stern refusal to get involved in political issues. When both his close friend Alberto Granado, and another Córdoban acquaintance, Fernando Barral, were caught up in the crackdown on dissent under Perón, Ernesto refused outright to support Granado. He never once paid Barral a visit during the seven months he was held in police custody before, as a foreign national, he was booted out of the country. Ernesto was never one to get involved if he didn’t want to. He was still working things out. The problem was his huge range of interests, which made it seem as if he might never figure out exactly what he wanted to do.


By the end of his time at university his philosophical notebooks were filling up. Having worked his way through his father’s twenty-five-volume Contemporary History of the Modern World, he now moved on to more challenging works of social philosophy, covering a wide range from Sigmund Freud to Bertrand Russell. He was also increasingly interested in books by political figures – being highly enthusiastic about Nehru’s The Discovery of India – and beginning, now, to delve into work by socialist writers: Emile Zola and Jack London, and, closer to home, the ‘flamboyant’ Argentine socialist Alfredo Palacios.


In combination with his striking good looks, it was his grasp of literature that drew Ernesto’s first love to him. In October 1950 he met a very pretty young girl called Chichina Ferreyra at the wedding of his cousin Carmen Aguilar. ‘I saw him in that house,’ Chichina later recalled, ‘he was coming down the stairs and I was thunderstruck. He had an impact on me, a tremendous impact, this man was coming down the stairs and then we started talking.’ They would in fact spend the whole night talking, and what they talked about above anything else was books.


But Ernesto was no shy scrivener. He began his first letter to her just a few days later on a promissory note: ‘For those green eyes, whose paradoxical light announces to me the danger of losing myself in them . . .’ This was to be the most important romance of his youth. On receiving such ardent prose from the dashing Guevara, he of the pale skin and dark, haunting eyes, the sixteen-year-old Chichina was hooked.


At the age of twenty-two, Ernesto too was ready for love. But he was also desperate to explore horizons beyond his native land. Just two months after the young lovers met, Ernesto enrolled in the merchant marine. Serving as nurse on the Anna G, he travelled down to the tip of South America and north as far as Brazil and the Caribbean. Marx, it seems, was a constant travelling companion. In February of the following year, a few weeks into his journey, he wrote from Porto Alegre on the Brazilian coast to his Aunt Beatriz. As ever, he taunted her for her bourgeois life in ‘boring’ old Buenos Aires, signing off with his best wishes ‘from these lands of beautiful and ardent women’. He asked after her ‘poor bourgeois soul’ again from Trinidad, where he wrote of the ‘café coloured sirens’ now tempting his heart.





It was not yearning but necessity that finally drove Fidel from Cuba. After the bell of Demajagua had been stolen from the Hall of Martyrs, where Fidel had left it overnight before his planned procession to the palace the following day, a note was found in its place. It read: ‘The bequeathed relics are not for politics. They are venerated.’ It seemed that the Manzanillo authorities were not the only ones unhappy with Fidel. He had also incurred the wrath of the UIR. In a comment directed specifically his way, the UIR now called on its supporters to fight ‘the intrigues of Creolo Stalinism’ and Fidel found himself at the centre of a rather bloody situation that caused even the normally sanguine FEU to denounce ‘the climate of violence that prevails’.


Fidel realised he needed to go underground or get away from Havana for a while to let things cool off. The opportunity arose early in 1948 courtesy of the changing political climate on the mainland. Perón’s rise to power in Argentina might have stoked liberal resentment among families like Ernesto’s, but the cries that travelled furthest across the continent were his own anti-imperial ones. Perón was masterminding a Latin American student leaders’ conference that would run alongside (and, he hoped, upstage) the upcoming, and critical, first meeting in the Colombian capital, Bogotá, of the Organisation of American States (OAS). The OAS was to be the lynchpin of United States policy toward the region and Fidel was only too happy to take one of the places for Cuban students that Perón was offering.


He arrived in Bogotá, along with his friend Alfredo Guevara, a student leader named Rafael del Pino and Enrique Ovares in March 1948. A police tail had been assigned to Fidel from the moment of his arrival. According to the report of the Chief of the Department of Security in Bogotá, written about a year later:





Around these same days arrived in Bogotá the known Cuban communists Fidel Alejandro Castro and Rafael del Pino; they provoked meetings of known leftist students in the University City, from which they frankly rejected all elements marked as rightist. They were taken with their papers to the immigration office and were interrogated. They came on holiday and propagandising against colonialism in America; their papers confirmed this version and they were freed.





The labelling of these two young men in this post-hoc report as ‘known’ communists – and there is no evidence at this point to paint Fidel as anything more than an occasional visitor to the Marxist library on Carlos III Street in Havana – probably only came about because of what Fidel and del Pino did after sneaking into a performance put on for the diplomatic delegations to the conference. During this event hosted by the Colombian President, Mariano Ospina Pérez, Fidel and del Pino threw down from the mezzanine level leaflets bearing the words: ‘From Cuba, of notable communist character’. It was this ‘little immature’ activity – though, from the way Fidel himself later described it, evidently a rather satisfying one – that got them arrested.


It was but a warm-up for what was to follow. On the morning of 9 April – and with uncanny timing – Fidel was set to have a meeting with Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, the hugely popular leader of the progressive wing of Colombia’s Liberal Party. Only days before, Gaitán had led over a hundred thousand people in what was known as the March of Silence, to protest against the last two years of Conservative government and the growing violence across the countryside. As Fidel strolled towards the meeting, Gaitán was shot while leaving his office. The assassin was caught fleeing the scene and beaten to death by an angry mob, his body dragged through the streets and placed outside the presidential palace.


The first Fidel heard of it was that all of a sudden ‘there appeared people, running frantically in all directions . . . people who appeared crazy, people shouting, “They killed Gaitán!” “They killed Gaitán!” . . . . Angry people, indignant people, people reflecting a dramatic situation . . . telling what had happened, word that began to spread like gunpowder.’ Gaitán’s murder, in that fractious city, was sufficient spark to set off a spontaneous popular revolt that many credit with having tipped Colombia towards its long-term slide into civil war.


It also set something off in Fidel. As the crowds rioted in an orgy of pent-up frustration that would later become known as the Bogotazo, a ‘restless, impassioned’ Fidel Castro was in his element. Fidel later described himself then as ‘quixotic, romantic, a dreamer, with very little political know-how but with a tremendous thirst for knowledge and a great impatience for action’. But this was more than just the ‘day Castro ran wild’– and at various points, full of ‘revolutionary fever’, he certainly seemed wild, jumping on to a bench to harangue a nearby troop of soldiers into joining the revolution, waving his rifle around frantically and commandeering a bus with a teargas shotgun. This was Fidel’s first taste of rebellion – a formative moment in his young life. He was still not twenty-two, and he would learn much from it – above all, that ‘What April 9 lacked was organisation’. Interestingly, in this comment made many years later, he did not say it lacked an ideology or purpose, which assuredly it also did.


Later that same year, after he had organised a strike against bus fare price hikes and was implicated in the murder of a policeman, Fidel decided to marry. His wife to be was Mirta Diaz-Balart, a pretty, dark-haired philosophy student he had been seeing for some time and who had joined him for part of the time in New York. She was from a very well-to-do family in Banes, the town just north of the Castros’ holdings in Oriente. They were very much in love – and for a man of his political aspirations her family’s social standing was a clear advantage – but it was to be an awkward and ultimately impossible marriage for both of them in many ways.


The Diaz-Balarts were powerful: Mirta’s father was a lawyer to the political elite and his clients included Fulgencio Batista, the former president who would later take power in a military coup and become Fidel’s arch-enemy. In fact, Batista was among the well-wishers who donated money ($1000) for their honeymoon, which was to be in New York. There was so much about American culture and the buzz of the city that appealed to Fidel. And in any case, with the escalation of violence between the UIR and MSR that summer it was not safe for him in Havana, caught up, as he was, in the crossfire between them.


The wedding took place on 12 October 1948 in Our Lady of Charity Catholic church in Banes. It was a small affair, overshadowed in some respects by the heightened security. According to some accounts, Fidel’s father did not even attend. Mirta’s parents did, though, and to be on the safe side her father had a word on their behalf with the local chief of the Rural Guard. That even the wedding presents were searched for possible bombs gives an indication of why the Diaz-Balarts were less than enamoured with their daughter’s new husband. The newly-weds travelled first to Miami before moving on to New York. Little more is known about this period, though it is said that Fidel took to studying the language and that one day he was seen walking out of a New York bookshop carrying an armful of works by Marx and Engels.


By the time the couple returned to Havana Fidel’s constant attendance at rallies, his writing of speeches and denunciations and his attendance at almost any debate that mattered, as well as his two lengthy sojourns in the United States, had left him, even more than Ernesto, terribly behind at university. To begin their new life together, he and Mirta moved into a hotel room at 1218 San Lazaro Street in the shadow of the university. But it was really just more of the same: Fidel crammed and Mirta put up with the lack of comfort and attention.


Before long Mirta was expecting their first child Fidelito, born in September 1949, but Fidel was scarcely ever around, spending whatever time was not taken up by his studies in furthering his political connections, forming alliances and, of course, standing up and making sure he was counted every time a political misdemeanour or act of injustice took place.


That summer of 1949, President Grau’s successor Carlos Prío signed what would become known as the ‘Gangs’ Pact’. In return for an end to their internecine and by now highly unpopular fighting the leaders of the main gangs had been promised top political positions and sinecures. It was a case of fighting fire with fire.


A group of students organised a committee to denounce the increasingly institutionalised favouritism towards the gangs. Though Fidel was not included among the original membership – he was, after all, part of the gang system himself – he perhaps sensed an opportunity not to be missed, and put himself forward for the frankly unenviable task of being the one to deliver the committee’s coup de grâce: an unmasking and denunciation of all those involved in the Gangs’ Pact. At a meeting in the aptly named Martyrs’ Gallery on campus at the end of November Fidel took the floor and according to one fellow student who was there, delivered ‘a demolishing denunciation of the whole gangster process’. He then proceeded to name all of those who had been involved in gang activity – which, with his contacts, was a pretty comprehensive list. It was an act that was as foolhardy as it was brave.


The effect of Castro’s denunciation was ‘absolutely stunning’. Before he had even finished cars were arriving with people who wanted to kill him, and his friend and political aspirant Max Lesnick, who had himself just arrived in a red convertible, was forced to speed him away to safety. Fidel was now one of the most wanted men in Havana and hid out at Lesnick’s apartment for two weeks. When it was safe enough he came briefly out of hiding and fled into exile in the United States, where he would spend the first few months of 1950.


Far from feeling isolated, Fidel would spend those months feeling as if he were truly walking in the footsteps of his political idol José Martí (1853–95), the independence hero who is to Latin Americans, and Cubans in particular, a revered figure – a kind of secular saint. Fidel would later seek deliberately and unabashedly to model his life and political career on that of Martí. It would have pleased him greatly that his hero had spent a period of exile in New York. Fidel returned to Havana later that year. He even managed to graduate as a doctor of law in September 1950. He hadn’t bothered to go to classes in the end – there wasn’t time – but his great ability to cram had seen him through.





During his trips on the Anna G, Ernesto experienced not just the freedom that travel can bring but also its solitude. Notwithstanding his provocative and light-hearted letters home, behind the scenes the now twenty-three-year-old Ernesto was feeling depressed. He wrote a short piece of prose entitled Angustia (Anguish) – a series of writings on themes that begin with a quote from Ibsen. In them he conveyed his frustration and despair, arising from an inner turmoil that seemed to knot his insides but which he could still not quite bring out into the light in order to understand.
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