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Ernesto "Che" Guevara


1928 - 1967


 


Ernesto "Che" Guevara was an Argentine Marxist revolutionary, physician, author, and a major figure in the Cuban Revolution. Born in Rosario, Argentina, Guevara became a symbol of rebellion and a global icon of resistance against imperialism and capitalism. His dedication to Marxist ideologies and belief in the power of the people to overthrow oppressive systems made him one of the most influential revolutionaries of the 20th century.


 


Early Life and Education


Ernesto Guevara, commonly known as "Che" due to his frequent use of the Argentinian slang word, was born into a middle-class family. He was an asthmatic child, but despite his health issues, he developed a love for traveling and adventure early on. Guevara studied medicine at the University of Buenos Aires, and during his travels across Latin America as a medical student, he witnessed widespread poverty, hunger, and disease, which deeply impacted his worldview. His famous motorcycle journey across South America in 1951, which he documented in The Motorcycle Diaries, marked a turning point in his political awakening, as he became increasingly aware of the social inequalities and exploitation in the region.


 


Career and Contributions


Che Guevara's most significant contribution came through his involvement in the Cuban Revolution. In 1956, he joined Fidel Castro's 26th of July Movement, fighting to overthrow the U.S.-backed dictator Fulgencio Batista. Guevara quickly rose through the ranks, becoming one of the key military leaders and strategists in the Cuban guerrilla campaign. He was instrumental in the Battle of Santa Clara, which ultimately led to the fall of Batista's regime in 1959.


After the revolution, Guevara held various positions in the new Cuban government, including President of the National Bank and Minister of Industries, where he pushed for economic reforms, promoting agrarian reform and the diversification of the economy. Che's commitment to spreading the revolution beyond Cuba led him to participate in revolutionary efforts in the Congo and later in Bolivia, where he hoped to ignite a similar uprising among the peasant population.


 


Impact and Legacy


Che Guevara's ideology was rooted in Marxism-Leninism, advocating for the overthrow of capitalist structures through armed struggle. His writings, including Guerrilla Warfare and Socialism and Man in Cuba, laid out his belief that revolution could be exported to other nations and that armed insurrection was essential for the liberation of the oppressed.


Guevara’s image, immortalized in the famous photograph by Alberto Korda, has become a global symbol of rebellion and anti-imperialism. His life and work inspired revolutionary movements around the world, particularly in Latin America, Africa, and Asia. The "Che" image continues to be used in political movements, protests, and popular culture, representing both hope and defiance against oppressive systems.


 


Death and Legacy


Che Guevara was captured and executed by the Bolivian army, with the assistance of the CIA, on October 9, 1967, in the remote village of La Higuera, Bolivia. Despite his death, his legacy as a revolutionary hero endured, making him a martyr in the eyes of many. To this day, he is remembered as a symbol of resistance against injustice, and his life continues to inspire those who fight for social change and equality.


Though controversial, Che Guevara’s influence transcends his role in the Cuban Revolution. His ideals of solidarity, anti-imperialism, and struggle against inequality have resonated across generations, cementing his place as one of the most iconic figures in modern history.


 


About the work


The Diaries of Ernesto Che Guevara provide a critical examination of revolutionary ideals, political struggles, and the transformative journey of a key figure in 20th-century history. Guevara documents his experiences during the Cuban revolution, capturing the challenges, victories, and moral dilemmas faced by the guerilla fighters. Through these writings, Che reflects not only on the political and social upheavals of the time but also on his evolving vision for a just and egalitarian society.


The diaries emphasize the complexities of leadership, the personal sacrifices required in the fight for liberation, and the constant tension between ideological conviction and human frailty. Che's observations offer insights into the nature of power, the struggles for freedom, and the moral ambiguity inherent in violent revolution. His reflections on comradeship, strategy, and the political landscape have inspired countless movements and continue to resonate with readers who grapple with questions of justice and resistance.


Since its publication, The Diaries of Ernesto Che Guevara has been widely recognized for its candid portrayal of revolution and the personal cost of fighting for a cause. The work has inspired films, documentaries, and numerous academic studies, cementing Che Guevara's image as a symbol of revolutionary struggle and resistance. His detailed accounts serve as both a historical document and a philosophical treatise on the dynamics of rebellion, sacrifice, and the quest for societal change.


The work remains relevant today as it explores enduring issues of power, inequality, and the fight for justice. Guevara's diaries invite readers to reflect on the ethical challenges of revolution and the ongoing struggle to balance personal conviction with the demands of collective action.





THE DIARY OF ERNESTO CHE GUEVARA


“LET THE FLAG UNDER WHICH WE FIGHT BE THE SACRED CAUSE OF HUMANITY.”


 


ERNESTO CHE GUEVARA




CHRONOLOGY OF ERNESTO CHE GUEVARA


June 14, 1928 Ernesto Guevara is born in Rosario, Argentina, of parents Ernesto Guevara Lynch and Celia de la Serna; he will be the eldest of five children.


January-July 1952 Ernesto Guevara travels around Latin America with his friend Alberto Granado.


March 10, 1952 General Fulgencio Batista carries out a coup d’état in Cuba.


July 6, 1953 After graduating as a doctor in March, Ernesto Guevara sets off again to travel through Latin America. He visits Bolivia, observing the aftermath of the 1952 revolution.


July 26, 1953 Fidel Castro leads an unsuccessful armed attack on the Moncada army garrison in Santiago de Cuba, launching the revolutionary struggle to overthrow the Batista regime.


December 1953 Ernesto Guevara meets a group of Cuban survivors of the Moncada attack in San José, Costa Rica.


December 24, 1953 Ernesto Guevara arrives in Guatemala, then under the popularly elected government of Jacobo Árbenz.


January-June 1954 While in Guatemala, he studies Marxism and becomes involved in political activities, meeting exiled Cuban revolutionaries.


August 1954 Mercenary troops backed by the CIA enter Guatemala City and begin massacring Árbenz supporters.


September 21, 1954 Ernesto Guevara arrives in Mexico City after fleeing Guatemala. He gets a job at the Central Hospital.


July 1955 Ernesto Guevara meets Fidel Castro soon after the latter arrives in exile in Mexico City after his release from prison in Cuba. Che immediately agrees to join the planned guerrilla expedition to Cuba. The Cubans nickname him “Che,” an Argentine term of greeting.


June 24, 1956 Che is arrested as part of a roundup by Mexican police of exiled Cuban revolutionaries.


November 25, 1956 Eighty-two combatants, including Che Guevara as troop doctor, sail for Cuba from Tuxpan, Mexico, aboard the small cabin cruiser Granma.


December 2, 1956 The Granma reaches Cuba at Las Coloradas beach in Oriente province but are surprised by Batista’s troops at Alegría de Pío and dispersed.


December 21, 1956 Che’s group (led by Juan Almeida) reunites with Fidel Castro and his group, and they move deeper into the Sierra Maestra mountains.


January 17, 1957 The Rebel Army with some new peasant recruits successfully takes an army outpost in the battle of La Plata.


January 22, 1957 A significant victory over Batista’s forces is scored at Arroyo del Infierno.


February 17, 1957 New York Times journalist Herbert Matthews interviews Fidel Castro in the Sierra Maestra. The same day, the first meeting is held between the urban underground and the guerrillas of the July 26 Movement since the start of the revolutionary war.


March 13, 1957 A group of students from the Revolutionary Directorate attack the Presidential Palace and seize a major Havana radio station. Student leader José Antonio Echeverría is killed in this attack.


May 27–28, 1957 The battle of El Uvero takes place, in which Che Guevara stands out among the combatants.


July 12, 1957 The rebels issue the Manifesto of the Sierra Maestra calling for a broad political front against General Batista and support for the Rebel Army.


July 21, 1957 Che Guevara is selected to lead the newly established second column (Column 4) of the Rebel Army and is promoted to the rank of commander.


July 30, 1957 Frank País, the young leader of the urban underground in Santiago de Cuba, is killed.


August 20, 1957 Fidel leads Column 1 (José Martí) in defeating Batista’s forces in the battle of Palma Mocha.


September 17, 1957 Che’s forces ambush army troops at Pino del Agua.


October, 1957 The rebels establish a permanent supply base at El Hombrito in the Sierra Maestra.


October 12, 1957 Batista launches a brutal campaign to destroy the Rebel Army in the Sierra Maestra.


November-December, 1957 The rebels respond with a “winter offensive” against Batista’s army.


February 16–17, 1958 The Rebel Army wins a significant victory against Batista in the second battle of Pino del Agua.


March 1, 1958 Raúl Castro and Juan Almeida lead columns that open up second and third fronts in Oriente province.


April 9, 1958 A national general strike is defeated.


May 25, 1958 Batista launches a military offensive against the Rebel Army, but this fails after two and a half months of intensive fighting.


July 11–21, 1958 A decisive defeat is inflicted on Batista’s army in the battle of El Jigüe, significantly expanding the rebels’ operational zone in the Sierra Maestra.


August 31, 1958 Che Guevara and Camilo Cienfuegos lead invasion columns west from the Sierra Maestra toward central Cuba, opening new battle fronts in Las Villas province.


November 15, 1958 Fidel leaves the Sierra Maestra to direct the Rebel Army’s final offensive in Santiago de Cuba. By the end of the month, Batista’s elite troops are defeated at the battle of Guisa.


December 28, 1958 Che Guevara’s Column 8 initiates the battle of Santa Clara and succeeds in taking control of the city within a few days.


January 1, 1959 Batista flees Cuba. Fidel enters Santiago de Cuba as the military regime collapses. Santa Clara falls to the Rebel Army.


January 2, 1959 Fidel Castro calls for a general strike and the country is paralyzed. The Rebel Army columns led by Che Guevara and Camilo Cienfuegos reach Havana.


January 8, 1959 Fidel Castro arrives in Havana.


February 9, 1959 Che Guevara is declared a Cuban citizen.


June 12-September 8, 1959 Che Guevara travels through Europe, Africa, and Asia; he signs various commercial, technical, and cultural agreements on behalf of the revolutionary government.


October 7, 1959 Che Guevara is designated head of the Department of Industry of the National Institute of Agrarian Reform (INRA).


November 25, 1959 Che Guevara is appointed president of the National Bank of Cuba.


March 5, 1960 At the funeral for the victims of a terrorist bombing on board the French ship La Coubre, Cuban photographer Alberto Korda snaps his famous photograph of Che Guevara.


March 17, 1960 President Eisenhower approves a CIA plan to overthrow the revolutionary government and to train a Cuban exile army to invade Cuba.


October 21, 1960 Che Guevara leaves on an extended visit to the Soviet Union, the German Democratic Republic, Czechoslovakia, China, and North Korea.


January 3, 1961 Washington breaks diplomatic relations with Cuba.


February 23, 1961 The revolutionary government establishes the Ministry of Industry, headed by Che Guevara.


April 15, 1961 As a prelude to the planned invasion by US-organized forces, planes attack Santiago de Cuba and Havana.


April 16, 1961 At a mass rally Fidel Castro proclaims the socialist character of the Cuban revolution.


April 17–19, 1961 One thousand five hundred Cuban-born mercenaries, organized and backed by the United States, invade Cuba at the Bay of Pigs but are defeated within 72 hours. Che Guevara is sent to command troops in Pinar del Río province.


August 8, 1961 Che Guevara condemns US President Kennedy’s “Alliance for Progress” in a fiery speech to Organization of American States (OAS) Economic and Social Conference in Punta del Este, Uruguay, as head of Cuba’s delegation. Cuba is subsequently expelled from the OAS.


February 3, 1962 President Kennedy orders a total trade embargo against Cuba.


August 27-September 7, 1962 Che Guevara makes his second visit to the Soviet Union.


October 1962 An international crisis breaks out after US spy planes discover Soviet missile installations in Cuba. Cuba responds by mobilizing its population for defense. Che Guevara is assigned to lead forces in Pinar del Río province in preparation for an imminent US invasion.


July 3–17, 1963 Che Guevara visits Algeria, recently independent under the government of Ahmed Ben Bella.


March 1964 Che Guevara meets with Tamara Bunke (Tania) to discuss her mission to move to Bolivia in anticipation of a future guerrilla expedition.


March 25, 1964 Che Guevara addresses the UN Conference on Trade and Development in Geneva, Switzerland.


November 4–9, 1964 Che Guevara visits the Soviet Union.


December 11, 1964 Che Guevara addresses the UN General Assembly meeting in New York, condemning the US war in Vietnam and supporting independence movements from Puerto Rico to the Congo.


December 17, 1964 Che Guevara leaves New York for Africa, where he visits Algeria, Mali, Congo (Brazzaville), Guinea, Ghana, Tanzania, and Egypt.


February 24, 1965 Che Guevara addresses the Second Economic Seminar of the Organization of Afro-Asian Solidarity in Algiers, controversially urging the socialist countries to do more to support Third World struggles for independence.


March 14, 1965 Che Guevara returns to Cuba and shortly afterwards drops from public view.


April 1, 1965 Che Guevara delivers a farewell letter to Fidel Castro. He subsequently leaves Cuba on a Cuban-sponsored internationalist mission in the Congo, Africa, entering through Tanzania.


April 18, 1965 In answer to questions about Che Guevara’s whereabouts, Fidel Castro tells foreign reporters that Che “will always be where he is most useful to the revolution.”


June 16, 1965 Fidel Castro announces Che Guevara’s location will be revealed “when Commander Guevara wants it known.”


October 3, 1965 Fidel Castro publicly reads Che Guevara’s letter of farewell at a meeting to announce the central committee of the newly formed Communist Party of Cuba.


November 21, 1965 Che Guevara leaves the Congo, and begins writing up his account of the African mission, which he describes as a “failure.”


December 1965 Fidel Castro arranges for Che Guevara to return to Cuba in secret. Che Guevara prepares for a Cuban-sponsored guerrilla expedition to Bolivia.


January 3–14, 1966 The Tricontinental Conference of Solidarity of the Peoples of Asia, Africa, and Latin America is held in Havana.


March 1966 The first Cuban combatants arrive in Bolivia to begin advance preparations for a guerrilla movement. Tania has already been working there since 1964.


July 1966 Che Guevara meets with Cuban volunteers selected for the mission to Bolivia at a training camp in Cuba’s Pinar del Río province.


November 4, 1966 Che Guevara arrives in La Paz, Bolivia, in disguise, using the assumed name of Ramón Benítez.


November 7, 1966 Che Guevara and several others arrive at the farm on the Ñacahuazú River where the guerrilla detachment will be based. Che makes his first entry in his diary of the Bolivia campaign.


December 31, 1966 Che Guevara meets with the secretary of the Bolivian Communist Party, Mario Monje. There is disagreement over perspectives for the planned guerrilla movement.


March 23, 1967 The first guerrilla military action takes place in a successful ambush of Bolivian Army troops.


March 25, 1967 The formation of the Bolivian National Liberation Army (ELN) is publicly announced.


April 16, 1967 Publication of Che Guevara’s “Message to the Tricontinental,” which calls for the creation of “two, three, many Vietnams.”


April 17, 1967 The guerrilla detachment led by Joaquín (Vilo Acuña) is separated from the rest of the unit. The separation is supposed to last only a few days but the two groups are never able to reunite.


April 20, 1967 French intellectual Regís Debray and Ciro Bustos are arrested after having spent several weeks with the guerrilla unit in Bolivia. They are subsequently tried and sentenced to 30 years’ imprisonment.


May 1967 US Special Forces arrive in Bolivia to train counterinsurgency troops of the Bolivian Army.


June 23–24, 1967 The Bolivian Army massacres miners and their families at the Siglo XX mines. This becomes known as the San Juan massacre.


June 26, 1967 The guerrillas ambush army troops at Florida.


July 1, 1967 President Barrientos publicly announces Che Guevara’s presence in Bolivia.


July 6, 1967 The guerrillas occupy the town of Sumaipata.


July 26, 1967 Che addresses the guerrilla troops on the significance of the July 26, 1953, attack on the Moncada garrison.


July 31-August 10, 1967 The Organization of Latin American Solidarity (OLAS) conference is held in Havana. The conference supports guerrilla movements throughout Latin America. Che Guevara is elected honorary chair.


August 4, 1967 A deserter leads the Bolivian Army to the guerrilla’s main supply cache. Documents discovered there lead to the arrest of key urban contacts.


August 31, 1967 Joaquín’s detachment, which includes Tania, is ambushed and annihilated while crossing the Río Grande at Puerto Mauricio (Vado del Yeso).


September 14, 1967, Loyola Guzmán is arrested along with hundreds of others suspected of collaborating with the guerrilla movement.


September 22, 1967 The guerrillas occupy the town of Alto Seco.


September 26, 1967 The guerrilla unit falls into a Bolivian Army ambush at Quebrada de Batán, near La Higuera.


October 8, 1967 The remaining 17 guerrillas are trapped by army troops and conduct a desperate battle in the Quebrada del Yuro (El Yuro ravine). Che Guevara is seriously wounded and captured.


October 9, 1967 Che Guevara and two other captured guerrillas (Willy and Chino) are murdered by Bolivian soldiers following instructions from the Bolivian government and Washington. The remains of Che Guevara and the other guerrillas are secretly buried in Bolivia.


October 14, 1967 Survivors of the battle of Quebrada del Yuro are ambushed at the fork of the Mizque and Río Grande rivers.


October 15, 1967 In a television appearance Fidel Castro confirms news of Che Guevara’s death and declares three days of official mourning in Cuba.


October 8 is designated the Day of the Heroic Guerrilla.


October 18, 1967 Fidel Castro delivers a memorial speech for Che Guevara in Havana’s Revolution Plaza before an audience of almost one million people.


February 22, 1968 Three Cuban survivors (Pombo, Urbano, and Benigno) cross the Bolivian border into Chile, after traveling across the Andes on foot. They succeed in making it back to Cuba. Two Bolivians (Inti and Darío) stay in Bolivia and later reorganize the ELN.


Mid-March 1968 Microfilm of the pages of Che’s Bolivian diaries arrives in Cuba.


July 1968 Che Guevara’s Bolivian Diary is published in Cuba and distributed free of charge to the Cuban people. It is simultaneously published in many countries to counter the CIA campaign to discredit the revolutionary movement in Latin America. With an introduction by Fidel Castro, it becomes an instant international bestseller.


July 1997 Che Guevara’s remains are finally located and returned to Cuba and buried along with the bodies of other guerrilla fighters found in Bolivia in a new memorial built in Santa Clara.



PROLOGUE BY ERNESTO CHE GUEVARA


The stars drew light across the night sky in that little mountain village, and the silence and the cold made the darkness vanish away. It was — I don’t know how to explain it — as if everything solid melted away into the ether, eliminating all individuality and absorbing us, rigid, into the immense darkness. Not a single cloud to lend perspective to the space blocked any portion of the starry sky. Less than a few meters away the dim light of a lamp lost its power to fade the darkness.


The man’s face was indistinct in the shadows; I could only see what seemed like the spark of his eyes and the gleam of his four front teeth.


I still can’t say whether it was the atmosphere or the personality of that individual that prepared me for the revelation, but I know that many times and from many different people I had heard those same arguments and that they had never made an impression on me. Our interlocutor was, in fact, a very interesting character. From a country in Europe, he escaped the knife of dogmatism as a young man, he knew the taste of fear (one of the few experiences which makes you value life), and afterwards he had wandered from country to country, gathering thousands of adventures, until he and his bones finally ended up in this isolated region, patiently waiting for the moment of great reckoning to arrive.


After exchanging a few meaningless words and platitudes, each of us marking territory, the discussion began to falter and we were about to go our separate ways, when he let out his idiosyncratic, childlike laugh, highlighting the asymmetry of his four front incisors:


The future belongs to the people, and gradually, or in one strike, they will take power, here and in every country.


The terrible thing is the people need to be educated, and this they cannot do before taking power, only after. They can only learn at the cost of their own mistakes, which will be very serious and will cost many innocent lives. Or perhaps not, maybe those lives will not have been innocent because they will have committed the huge sin against nature; meaning, a lack of ability to adapt. All of them, those unable to adapt — you and I, for example — will die cursing the power they helped, through great sacrifice, to create. Revolution is impersonal; it will take their lives, even utilizing their memory as an example or as an instrument for domesticating the youth who follow them. My sin is greater because I, more astute and with greater experience, call it what you like, will die knowing that my sacrifice stems only from an inflexibility symbolizing our rotten civilization, which is crumbling. I also know — and this won’t alter the course of history or your personal view of me — that you will die with a clenched fist and a tense jaw, the epitome of hatred and struggle, because you are not a symbol (some inanimate example) but a genuine member of the society to be destroyed; the spirit of the beehive speaks through your mouth and motivates your actions. You are as useful as I am, but you are not aware of how useful your contribution is to the society that sacrifices you.


I saw his teeth and the cheeky grin with which he foretold history, I felt his handshake and, like a distant murmur, his formal goodbye. The night, folding in at contact with his words, overtook me again, enveloping me within it. But despite his words, I now knew... I knew that when the great guiding spirit cleaves humanity into two antagonistic halves, I would be with the people. I know this, I see it printed in the night sky that I, eclectic dissembler of doctrine and psychoanalyst of dogma, howling like one possessed, will assault the barricades or the trenches, will take my bloodstained weapon and, consumed with fury, slaughter any enemy who falls into my hands. And I see, as if a great exhaustion smothers this fresh exaltation, I see myself, immolated in the genuine revolution, the great equalizer of individual will, proclaiming the ultimate mea culpa. I feel my nostrils dilate, savoring the acrid smell of gunpowder and blood, the enemy’s death; I steel my body, ready to do battle, and prepare myself to be a sacred space within which the bestial howl of the triumphant proletariat can resound with new energy and new hope.


From: The Motorcycle Diaries: Notes on a Latin American Journey by Ernesto Che Guevara.




“THE AMERICAS WILL BE THE THEATER OF MY ADVENTURES IN A WAY THAT IS MUCH MORE SIGNIFICANT THAN I WOULD HAVE BELIEVED.”


 


ERNESTO CHE GUEVARA 


(writing to his mother from Guatemala, April 1954)





PART ONE



GUATEMALA



TO MY MOTHER, JUNE, 1954


Dear old lady,


. . . The latest events belong to history — a quality which I think is appearing for the first time in my notes. A few days ago, some aircraft from Honduras crossed the border with Guatemala and flew over the city in broad daylight, machine gunning people and military objectives. I enlisted in the health brigades to help on the medical side and in the youth brigades that patrol the streets by night. The course of events was as follows. After the aircraft had passed, troops under the command of Colonel Castillo Armas, a Guatemalan émigré in Honduras, crossed the frontier at several points and advanced on the town of Chiquimula. The Guatemalan government, which had already protested to Honduras, let them enter without offering any resistance and presented its case to the United Nations.
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