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INTRODUCTION TO THE COOPER SQUARE PRESS EDITION

Less than a year after a Bolivian soldier executed Ché Guevara on October 9, 1967, accounts of the celebrated revolutionary’s life were turning up in bookstores around the world. Daniel James’s biography was one of the first full-life accounts to appear in English. Published in 1969, it shares first place only with Martin Ebon’s Ché: The Making of a Legend, also published that year.1 James’s biography was, and remains, remarkable because of its point of view. He was frankly out to debunk Guevara’s myth, probably at its apogee in the years immediately after his death, a time when much of the writing about him celebrated his life, philosophy, and revolutionary zeal.

THE GUERRILLA MYSTIQUE


For several decades after World War II, guerrilla chiefs projected an enormous mystique. Much of the Third World seethed with turmoil as its populations struggled either to shake free of European domination or to overturn indigenous—and often tyrannical—governments. Guerrilla warfare became a common catalyst for change, and as it did, guerrillas often stirred panic in the hearts of their enemies and consternation among the regular military forces opposing them. In the so-called developed world, a large body of literature emerged on how best to combat paramilitary forces. Although many guerrilla organizations met defeat, others scored impressive successes, and their chiefs enjoyed enormous notoriety, including, for example, Ahmed Ben Bella in Algeria; Mao Tse-tung in China; Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam; and, of course, Fidel Castro in Cuba.

Ché Guevara had become one of the most publicized members of this revolutionary constellation by the time of the Cuban rebels’ victory on New Year’s Day, 1959. During the final year of the war, he began to receive enormous international media attention, especially for someone in a subordinate position in a guerrilla army. His military exploits, his courage and daring, the itinerant aspect of his soldiering, and his extraordinary good looks made him a godsend to journalism. As more became known about him, his extreme views only added to his notoriety, especially in the 1960s, when so many people, particularly young people, opposed their governments and societies, if not on the streets and at the barricades, then at least in their hearts.

Furthermore, by the time James was writing his biography, Guevara had become the subject of one of the most brilliant photographic portraits ever made, the result of a snapshot taken by Cuban photographer Alberto Korda. The photo shows a remarkably handsome, sincere, determined, and slightly sad young man wearing a beret with a star. His long hair, then a symbol of revolution, blows in the wind as he looks up and off into what is surely the dawn of a better day. The picture was ubiquitous in the West (the Communist world was far less enamored of Guevara), appearing constantly in publications of all kinds and in nearly every student dormitory. Today, nearly forty years after it was taken, it appears constantly and retains an iconic quality.

During the 1960s Guevara garnered praise even from his enemies, including, for example, President Kennedy’s aide Richard Goodwin, who met him at an international meeting and described him admiringly in articles in The New Yorker. So it was into this atmosphere of glowing approval that Daniel James launched a book clearly designed to deflate the Guevara myth. A few lines from the text will give an idea of James’s mindset.

Speaking of Guevara’s meeting with President Arturo Frondizi of Argentina, James writes, “Thus Ernesto Ché Guevara, the man whom even his foes have posthumously respected as a paragon of honesty and integrity, was then playing a perfidious double game: while to his face he proffered Frondizi friendship, behind his back he conspired with Frondizi’s enemies to overthrow him.” [p. 183]

The rebel victory in the Cuban revolutionary war gave rise to political executions in which Guevara was deeply involved. They are invariably a focal point of criticism, or apology, in accounts of his life. Few renditions, however, are as biting as is the account by James. Pointing out that Cuba then had about 6.5 million inhabitants, he says, “If we consider that Stalin’s Russia had between 150 and 170 million population at the time of his great purges, it becomes starkly evident that Ché ranks not far behind the Soviet despot in the blood he spilled after the revolutionary fighting had ended.” [p. 114]

THE EMERGENCE OF NEW INFORMATION


In the decades since James wrote, a plethora of new material on Guevara has become available to biographers. In some cases, the absence of that information caused James to make errors or to deal summarily with certain important aspects of Guevara’s history. Nevertheless, his overall outline of the revolutionary’s career is an accurate one. Were this the only biography a reader could have of Guevara, he or she would be ignorant or misled on some aspects of his career, but would still have a command of the basic elements of Guevara’s life story.

James’s account of Guevara’s effort in the Congo to shore up a faltering revolution, for example, is interesting but short, undoubtedly because he lacked the basic document biographers used in the 1990s—Guevara’s African diary, released only toward the end of the twentieth century. Furthermore, James assumes that Guevara returned to Cuba in late 1965, immediately after the Congo campaign collapsed, whereas, in fact, he went first to Dar-es-Salaam, then to Prague, returning to Cuba only in July 1966. Still, although James guesses inaccurately about Guevara’s whereabouts during those six months, believing him to be somewhere in Cuba, he is correct in assuming that Guevara was planning his insurgency in Bolivia in conjunction with Castro and his government. Much of the time, at least, that is precisely what he was doing, in addition to elaborating on his Congo diary entries and soul-searching about his future.

James deals with Bolivian Communist Party chief Mario Monje in an abbreviated way, considering the importance of his role in Guevara’s fate. (The lack of the Bolivian Communist Party’s support for Guevara was a key factor in destroying his insurgency in Bolivia.) By the 1990s, many Cuban and Soviet officials involved in the Bolivian episode, as well as Monje himself, were willing to discuss the roles they played, thus enabling biographers to expand that part of Guevara’s story. In addition, CIA documents that were released for my book, The Fall of Ché Guevara, through the Freedom of Information Act have cast additional light on those incidents. James, of course, did not have the luxury of all that information.

James has made one certain error and an almost-certain one regarding Guevara’s colleague, code-named Joaquín, whom Guevara for tactical reasons put in charge of a separate column of some seventeen persons, hoping they would be reunited quickly with his main force. In fact, for more than four months the two guerilla units searched for each other in vain, until finally Joaquín’s column was destroyed in a firefight. James states that a group of Bolivian rangers trained by American Green Berets wiped out Joaquín’s force. However, according to Major Ralph “Pappy” Shelton, the chief of the Green Beret training team, the rangers did not enter combat until after that engagement.

James states also that a Bolivian soldier disguised as a peasant betrayed Joaquín. This is one of a number of stories about how the guerrilla group was led to its destruction, but in all probability it is false. A local farmer whom they knew and trusted almost certainly betrayed the group.

James also believes firmly in the duplicity of a fascinating woman spy named Tania, who was born in Argentina, grew up in East Germany, and migrated to Cuba. There she may well have had an affair with Guevara, but in any event she went to Bolivia as a Cuban agent in 1964. She was extremely capable at her undercover work, providing Guevara with great assistance as he established his guerrilla base.

At one point, however, Tania made a clumsy mistake that greatly damaged the insurgency. She parked a jeep in a small town while she visited Guevara’s camp, and in it she left incriminating documents that Bolivian authorities easily discovered. The question is often asked: How could someone as able as Tania make such a foolish mistake? The answer that some give, including James, is that Tania was a double agent. He believes that she was working for East German intelligence on behalf of the Soviet Union and that she made her crucial “mistake” deliberately. The Soviets thought Guevara’s insurgency in Bolivia was reckless and dangerous, and James believes that Tania had orders not only to report on it to Moscow but also to destroy it.

James bases that assumption on the word of an East German intelligence officer, Guenther Maennel, who defected to the CIA and claimed he was once Tania’s control officer. To this day the truth about Tania’s intelligence connections remains murky. It is probable that she once had some links with the East German intelligence service, but it is far less likely that she was a double agent after she went to Cuba. Furthermore, the discovered documents, which revealed much about Guevara’s support network in La Paz, also destroyed Tania’s cover. That meant that if the Bolivian authorities had ever laid hands on her, she would probably have been executed. One must believe that, at the instigation of the Soviets via East German intelligence, she was willing to sacrifice her own life to destroy Guevara’s insurgency. I, for one, do not believe that nor do the former CIA agents with whom I talked when writing on these events.

Furthermore, in 1977, an anonymous CIA official told the New York Times that the agency gave James false information about Tania, designed to show Latin Americans that the Kremlin really controlled the Cuban revolutionary government. The CIA was certainly disseminating that story. I obtained a CIA document recording a briefing of a New York Times reporter in 1968 concerning the reputed Moscow-Havana split. In it the CIA briefers claimed to know that Moscow dispatched Tania to Havana and that she was “probably but one of many Soviet and bloc agents run to Cuba to conduct independent operations.”

Guevara’s relationship with Castro has not been totally illuminated, but we have far more information about it than we did when James wrote. Did Castro send Guevara to the Congo to get rid of him, if only temporarily? Did he betray Guevara, cynically sending him on a hopeless mission to Bolivia? Did he abandon Guevara once he was there and in trouble? Even Guevara’s latest biographers have not resolved these questions. Still, one thing does seem to have emerged from more recent studies of Guevara’s life: the notion of a split between the two men—after Guevara returned from his long African goodwill trip in 1965 and before he went with a Cuban expeditionary force to the Congo—has been greatly exaggerated by earlier writers working with fewer facts. James says, “Fidel saw in Ché’s proposal [to go to the Congo] a graceful way of getting the rambunctious Argentine out of his hair.” There is probably some truth to that, especially since, as James notes, the expedition also suited Castro’s African ambitions, something frequently overlooked. But when James and others extend the thesis to Bolivia, and explain the insurgency there as a way of eliminating Guevara permanently, their interpretation gets more than doubtful in my opinion.

James bases much of his analysis on the fact that communication had broken down between Castro and Guevara as a result, he suspects, of a deliberate policy on Castro’s part. He is apparently unaware that Guevara’s radio equipment was totally inadequate. According to one writer, Jorge Castañeda, quoting a Havana intelligence officer who dealt with Bolivian affairs at the time, the guerrillas never could operate the equipment that they had and eventually let most of it disintegrate from lack of proper maintenance. The CIA reported that much of Guevara’s radio equipment rusted from being hidden in caves. Consequently, during most of Guevara’s time in Bolivia, he had no two-way communication with Cuba or even with La Paz.

But why not send a courier or a mission to rescue or at least communicate with Guevara? James asks. The answer is not clear, but Guevara was on the run from mid-April until he was captured, much of the time surrounded by masses of Bolivian troops. His support network in La Paz was in a shambles; he could not communicate with anyone outside his immediate group or find his comrade Joaquín and his column. Under the circumstances one must wonder what could have been done for him, assuming one or more emissaries could even reach him.

JAMES, GUEVARA, AND THEIR LINK—COMMUNISM


In an odd way Communism and Stalinism were what James and Guevara had in common. James had used his literary talents to oppose Communism for nearly two decades when he began the Guevara biography. So what better project for a staunch foe of Communism than to attack the image of Ché Guevara, almost sanctified by much of the international Left? Did the CIA encourage James to do so, as the Tania story suggests? One cannot be sure, but it seems likely.

Guevara, the son of a privileged Argentinean family, within six years of receiving a medical degree at the University of Buenos Aires, had become a world-renowned revolutionary. Daniel James, a journalist and historian, was the son of English immigrants who brought him from Liverpool to Toronto. From there he migrated to New York in 1935, at the age of twenty-one. Little information has surfaced about his early years there, but surely anyone as politically oriented as James must have noticed the bitter battles of the American Left during the 1930s over the issue of supporting or opposing Stalinism.

When James arrived in New York, Guevara was a boy. Under the tutelage of his mother, Celia de la Serna, to whom he was closer than to anyone else all of his life, he read widely and was exposed to her socialist and feminist ideas. The former impressed him deeply, the latter very little. Through his family’s liberal connections he also came to know and admire Loyalist refugees from the Spanish Civil War, one of whom taught him to play chess.

Argentina’s politics during most of Guevara’s youth were a caricature of democracy. The military, which ran the government—sometimes on stage, sometimes behind the scenes—enjoyed the support of large financial, business, and agricultural interests. It also maintained friendly relations with the Axis powers until nearly the end of World War II. Anti-Americanism was endemic in the society, especially as influential Argentinean leaders by the 1940s aspired to hegemony over the southern cone of South America, even including Brazil, and saw the United States as a competing force. Consequently, the Argentinean background of Guevara’s youth could provide a young man with a firm foundation from which to scoff at democracy and to hate the United States, and Guevara came to do both.

As a youth, Guevara traveled widely, not only in Argentina but once along the coast of South America and later throughout Latin America. As he did, he became deeply concerned with the widespread poverty and inequality that he encountered. In the early 1950s he finished his medical degree, and in 1953 he left Argentina permanently.

James, meanwhile, served in the U.S. Army during World War II. In April 1949 he joined the small editorial staff of The New Leader, a publication founded by the Socialist Party in 1924. It was one of the principal intellectual journals of the radical Left but strongly anti-Communist. By the 1940s it had long since severed its Socialist Party connection and had begun a steady drift to the Right, as had many of the New York radicals themselves, figures including Irving Kristol, Max Eastman, and James Burnham, all of whom had links with the publication.

ENTER THE CIA

In the early days of the Cold War, the CIA, the U.S. government’s newly created intelligence agency, set out to support American arts and culture. It underwrote publications, exhibits, and performances in the belief—widely held in Washington and elsewhere—that Communists had too firm a grip on the creation and dissemination of cultural products. The world, the U.S. government believed, should be aware of what capitalistic, democratic societies, especially the United States, could produce in the artistic and intellectual arenas.

The CIA funneled its support through the Congress for Cultural Freedom in Paris and its American affiliate, the American Committee for Cultural Freedom. The latter provided funds for James’s old magazine, The New Leader, and was once run by Sol Stein, who became its executive director in 1954. Later, as president of the publishing house, Stein and Day, he published Daniel James’s edition of Guevara’s Bolivian diaries, which the CIA almost certainly provided to his company. He also published the original edition of this biography of Guevara.

The CIA started its financial support for The New Leader in 1952, and probably began a relationship with James then. When James left the publication the following year, he began work on a book entitled Red Design for the Americas, which shows definite signs of CIA collaboration and which was published by John Day, a company reported to have been a CIA beneficiary.

The book, which described the left-wing Guatemalan government and its overthrow, appeared within months after a small, CIA-backed invading force toppled the regime in June 1954. James recounts the traditional violence of Guatemalan politics and demonstrates the Communist infiltration into the country’s government (confirmed many years later by Piero Gleijeses’ solidly documented study, Shattered Hope). James shows clearly that the United Fruit Company in Guatemala, whose grievances are often seen as an important cause of the American-supported overthrow, was indeed far from a model corporate citizen. Still, he points out the enormous benefits that the company brought to Guatemala, a story almost never told in other accounts of those events.

Unfortunately for the credibility of James’s study, he chose to deny U.S. involvement with the invading force, a stance that was unbelievable then and totally discredited now. He never mentions the CIA, even as a suspected patron of the insurgents.

James, who spent much of his life living in Mexico and traveling in Latin America, wrote at least four books and two monographs on Latin American topics plus innumerable articles for major news agencies and publications. These included the Newhouse and Hearst news services, the Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal, the New York Times, Forbes, Harper’s, and Business Week. An underlying theme in most of his writing, including his reporting for periodicals, remained constant—the danger of Communism to the Western Hemisphere.

The crisis in Guatemala, which launched James as an anti-Communist author, also proved a watershed for Guevara, who by then believed firmly that the government and business firms of the United States lay behind Latin America’s problems. In Guatemala he met Hilda Gadea, who later became his first wife and who literally tutored him in the literature of Marxism and Communism. Guevara soon believed unreservedly not only in Communism but also in Joseph Stalin, whom he once referred to, in a lighthearted but meaningful way, as “a saint.” Meanwhile, Guevara’s views of the United States seemed to be confirmed in Guatemala when invaders—even then widely reputed to have had CIA backing—overthrew the leftist government of Jacobo Arbenz.

Guevara, who did what little he could to help the Arbenz government, despaired at the ease with which it capitulated. After the collapse, he lost his hospital job, but remained in Guatemala City for more than two months, part of the time taking refuge in the Argentinean embassy. Then he moved to Mexico.

The year after he arrived in Mexico, Guevara met Fidel Castro, joined his group of expatriate Cuban revolutionaries, and, as the saying goes, “never looked back.” While training in Mexico and fighting in Cuba, he became a steel-hard revolutionary battling for a Communist world organized along Stalinist lines. Moreover, he would not have wanted anyone to believe any differently or to describe his views in softer terms to suit changing tastes. He frequently made his position as clear as he could in speeches and in writing.

In 1961, while Guevara helped Fidel Castro’s government consolidate its power in Cuba and begin to support revolutions in neighboring countries, James published another book. Its title, Cuba: First Soviet Satellite in the Americas, pretty well reveals the tenor of the work. It criticized Castro’s regime severely and warned of its danger to the United States and to other nations in the hemisphere.

As much as James despised Communism and feared its encroachment in Latin America, he did not make the leap that some Americans did who shared those concerns: approving of the hemisphere’s right-wing dictators. The closest he came was to favor the military junta that took power in El Salvador in 1979. James called for democracy, for greater U.S. concern about its southern neighbors, for U.S. economic assistance to the region, and for trade arrangements more beneficial to Latin American countries. His views, at least in the 1950s and 1960s, were largely those espoused by President John F. Kennedy and his Alliance for Progress, only James reached those conclusions a decade earlier and without requiring the shock of Castro’s victory in Cuba to stimulate his concern.

THE BIOGRAPHY AND SHIFTING POLITICAL PATTERNS


In the view of publisher Sol Stein and his senior editor, Thomas H. Lipscomb, James’s biography of Guevara, which had less-than-spectacular sales, did not receive the review attention it deserved. Why not? They believe because by the late 1960s the literary and intellectual community had moved too far to the Left and was much too kindly disposed to Guevara to accept a critical interpretation of his life. Indeed, the few reviews the book received scorned James’s negative position. The Library Journal deplored what it called his “single-minded determination” to make Guevara appear as a “hypocritical gangster-cum-ideologue,” and The Saturday Review found that James went over Guevara’s mistakes too repetitiously, while indulging in too much moralizing about the man that it called “the Great Rebel.”2 Much of intellectual America had indeed shifted leftward, and as it did, a new, highly vocal, and sometimes violent political force emerged that came to be called “the New Left.” It considered warnings about Communism to be completely irrelevant to the problems of the day. The perfidy of the U.S. government and its detested war in Vietnam concerned it much more, as did the flaws in American society, especially in regard to the poor and to minorities. Soon, it had shoved the Old Left far off center stage. Later, in the 1980s, supporters of Ronald Reagan believed, and with good reason, that the outrage the New Left caused among the vast population of moderate Americans by its extreme positions, demonstrations, and public violence delivered political power, not back to the Old Left, but to the New Right. And in its ranks stood Daniel James and many of the old radicals who started their trek to the Right way back in their days with The New Leader before World War II, guided constantly by their concern about the dangers of Communism.

THE VALUE OF THE JAMES BIOGRAPHY TODAY


With biographies now available that are based largely on new materials, why should anyone today read Daniel James’s account of Guevara’s life? The reason, I believe, is to get a view of Guevara not found in any other book about him. James is negative about Guevara, but that is not exactly the point. Other writers are also. The best of the newest works—those by Jorge Castañeda and John Lee Anderson—criticize him, too, but within a generally impartial matrix. Castañeda, for instance, portrays Guevara as “delusional” as Don Quixote, to whom Guevara once compared himself. Castañeda found, as have others (including myself), a man who looked at peasant populations and saw people ripe for revolution, while they looked back at him and saw an eccentric, threatening intruder. Furthermore, he shows Guevara becoming increasingly isolated as the Kremlin, Communist parties around the world, and often Fidel Castro found his views continually harder to accept.

Anderson provides copious detail about Guevara’s life in a very impartial way. As a result, however, what emerges is the image of a man who, in ways both large and small, often displayed the rigid cruelty of a fanatic dedicated to a secular religion, a communism so strict and austere, so Calvinistic, that few could abide it (although his men displayed an astonishing devotion to him).

Some of the earlier writers, Leo Sauvage and Martin Ebon, for example, also criticized Guevara, disparaging his judgment, his leadership, even his political philosophy. But none of the major biographers in the English literature have attacked his motives as has James. He, more than any of the others, portrays Guevara as a man in the service of an abominable political movement. That is what sets his work apart. Is James’s position simply the result of CIA guidance? I believe not. I suspect from the totality of his work that his collaboration with the agency, assuming as I do that it existed over many years, was made easy by their agreement that Communism was wicked and dangerous.

Peculiarly, in his introduction to Guevara’s Bolivian diaries, James is much more generous to Guevara, pointing out his mistakes, but not attacking the man personally or his motives to any serious degree. In the biography, however, he attacks both sharply. It is hard to understand why the two works are so different. But it is clear that with the biography, especially the last chapter, which is largely a political essay, James wanted to prevent Guevara from rising from the grave and lending an almost sacred aura either to Communism or to the radical New Left, then in its heyday in the United States.

It is that effort that makes James’s book interesting. It gives readers not only a glimpse of a political attitude from the 1960s that is often overlooked, but also a view of Guevara that they will not get elsewhere.

HENRY BUTTERFIELD RYAN
Washington, D.C.
October 2000

Henry Butterfield Ryan, a retired foreign service officer, is an associate of Georgetown University’s Institute for the Study of Diplomacy and a life member of Clare Hall, Cambridge. He is the author of The Vision of Anglo-America, The Fall of Ché Guevara, and numerous articles and studies concerning diplomatic history and governmental affairs.

1. Ricardo Rojo’s partial life history, My Friend Ché, distributed in 1968 in Spanish, French, and English, preceded both biographies, but it begins only when Rojo met Guevara in Bolivia in 1953.

2. Book Review Digest, 1969, p. 659.
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CHAPTER ONE


DEATH OF A REVOLUTIONARY, BIRTH OF A MYTH

THE BODY lay stretched out on the canvas litter with the head slightly propped up so that the blue eyes, fully open, gazed ahead. A smile hovered about the emaciated features, whose lips were half-open as though their owner were going to speak. The curly unkempt chestnut-colored hair that fell to the shoulders, and the equally curly (but sparser) beard and moustache, lent a tender and almost mystical touch to the face. One was reminded of an Indian guru.

The torso was bare, the tanned skin clearly exposing two black bullet holes: one near the throat and the other in the pectoral region just below the left nipple. The lower half of the corpse was covered by torn and bloody olive-green fatigue pants with one leg left bare to the knee; the concealed leg had been virtually severed by machine gun fire. The feet were unshod, clean, well tended.

People jostled each other to get close to the stretcher, which rested on a large cement washtub. This was the laundry room of a hospital and, with nearly fifty persons in it, it was jammed. The corpse, though embalmed, was beginning to give off the odor of decomposition in the intense heat, but few appeared to mind.

Cameras clicked noisily as photographers thrust themselves into every conceivable position to shoot pictures. Reporters scribbled hurriedly, hoping to capture the macabre scene. Officers and soldiers watched impassively, some occasionally holding handkerchiefs to their noses.

Nobody noticed two other corpses, these dirty and bloodied, that lay on the floor next to the washtub. Attention was focused exclusively on the figure on the stretcher above them.

“You have been invited here to confirm for yourselves the death of Ché Guevara.”

The speaker was a slight man with light-brown hair and moustache, in military uniform: General Alfredo Ovando Candia, Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces of Bolivia. He stood back of the corpse’s head.

The thirty newsmen in the room were incredulous. For two days news of the death of the world-famous guerrilla leader Ernesto Ché Guevara had been circling the world, but who believed it? How many times before had Ché been pronounced dead in the headlines and yet always miraculously come “back” to life?

General Ovando briefly recounted details of how the corpse he called Ché Guevara had died.

There had been a fierce battle just two days before, on Sunday, October 8, 1967, at a place some thirty-two miles away called Quebrada del Yuro, and there Ché had fallen with nine bullet holes in him. Captured alive, he had been taken to the village of La Higuera, not quite two miles from the battlefield. On the way, he died.

Next day the corpse, lashed to the runners of a Bolivian Army helicopter, was transferred to Vallegrande, where it now lay. At the landing field, swarming with curious townspeople eager for a glimpse of the famed and feared revolutionary, the body was hustled into a Chevrolet pickup and whisked to the Hospital del Señor de Malta. There, four medical attendants and two German nuns of the Augustine order washed and embalmed it. Then it was laid in a canvas litter and placed atop the cement washtub. All night long the people of Vallegrande had filed past it, and today it was the turn of the newspapermen to view Ché Guevara’s remains.

Before Ché Guevara died, continued General Ovando, he uttered these last words: “I am Ché Guevara, and I have failed.”

The Chief of the Bolivian Armed Forces did not realize it then, but that statement, checked against others made by fellow officers, was to cause a considerable controversy as to the exact manner and time Ché had died. For the moment, however, the assembled press was primarily interested in ascertaining whether the body before them was actually Ché’s.

The world was understandably skeptical of the official report released in Bolivia that Ché Guevara had been killed leading a band of guerrillas in battle against Bolivian soldiers in a rocky and barren corner of the country. Even Washington reacted cautiously. Argentina took a similar attitude.

Naturally Ché’s family hotly denied the report. His sixty-seven-year-old father, Ernesto Guevara Lynch, issued this categorical disavowal from his home in Buenos Aires: “I do not believe that that man is my son. It is a lie.”

The old man announced that he would personally go to Bolivia to dispute the official version on the spot.

Communist Cuba—which Ché Guevara had done so much to create, and where he had served in so many high posts before vanishing from public view for more than two years until this day—maintained an unusual silence.

“There are yet two other important proofs of Ché Guevara’s identity,” General Ovando went on, “his fingerprints and his diary.” He thereupon invited the newspapermen to take Ché’s fingerprints themselves if they wished, and ordered excerpts read from the field diary he said had been found in the dead guerrilla’s mochila, or knapsack.

“Here are the fingerprints of Señor Guevara,” another officer told the newsmen at a press conference following General Ovando’s appearance. He held up copies made by Carabineros y Policias, the Bolivian federal police, which he said had been made from the originals on a passport issued to Ché in 1952 by the government of his native country, Argentina. This officer was Colonel Joaquín Zenteno Anaya, the stocky, black-moustached commander of the Eighth Division of the Bolivian Army, whose Ranger Regiment No. 2 had triumphed over Ché and his guerrilla force on October 8. He had already given his own version of the fighting, and confirmed that “Guevara was found alive but gravely wounded.”

As further proof that this was Ché Guevara’s body, Colonel Zenteno drew attention to the unusually prominent lobes of the forehead, which appeared identical with those in a familiar photograph he displayed of Ché alive; the scar covering most of the back of the left hand, which was the result of a wound Ché had sustained in the Cuban guerrilla war years before; the missing molar in his mouth, and so on.

The newsmen seemed satisfied that the body was indeed Ché’s. Nevertheless, much of the world remained skeptical. OFFICIAL DECLARATION DOES NOT DISSIPATE DOUBTS was the page-one headline in the respected Paris newspaper Le Figaro on October 11, the day after newsmen had seen the corpse and written stories testifying that it was Ché’s.

But now the American and Argentine governments were no longer doubting, though Secretary of State Dean Rusk admitted that “I have no proofs upon which to base a personal and independent judgment.” Cuba remained silent.

The Guevara family, however, clung stubbornly to the belief that Ché was alive. The father declared, “I will become convinced that my son is dead only when fingerprints, and other positive proofs, demonstrate beyond all doubt that the body is Ernesto’s.”

In quest of such proof, he dispatched to Bolivia Ché’s younger brother Roberto, thirty-six, a lawyer. Roberto flew directly to Santa Cruz, where Colonel Zenteno was headquartered, and asked for permission to see the body alleged to be his brother’s. He was told to make a formal request to General Ovando in La Paz, the capital. Upon arriving there, he was informed by Ovando that Ché’s remains had been cremated. There was nothing to see.

Undeterred, Roberto hastened to Vallegrande desperately hoping that the cremation had not occurred. He went straight to the man in charge, General Juan José Torrez, the tough little Chief of the Armed Forces General Staff, and Torrez confirmed what Ovando had told him: Señor Ché Guevara had been cremated. Ten minutes later, Roberto was boarding a plane for home, his mission a frustrating failure.

The refusal or inability of the Bolivian Armed Forces to produce the corpse for Roberto Guevara tended to strengthen doubt that it was really Ché’s. “If it was Ché’s, why didn’t the Bolivians show it to his brother?” the skeptics wanted to know. The Bolivian Government was in a bind. It had now to supply incontrovertible proof that it had told the truth. The family, and hence the world, would be satisfied only if such means of identification as the fingerprints “demonstrate beyond all doubt,” as Ché’s father insisted, that the body was his son’s.

Accordingly, the Bolivian Government requested Argentina to send up its best-qualified technicians to make a comparison of Ché Guevara’s fingerprints on file in Buenos Aires with those of the corpse, to see if they matched; that would determine with finality, of course, the identity of the dead man. In response, three fingerprint and handwriting experts from the Dirección de Investigaciones of the Argentine National Gendarmerie, Inspector Esteban Relzhauzer and Assistant Inspector Nicolás Pellicari and Juan Carlos Delgado, were dispatched to La Paz.

To enable the Argentine police officers to make their examination, both of Ché Guevara’s hands had been amputated and preserved, they noted in their report, “in a colorless liquid of an odor similar to that of formaldehyde.” They proceeded to make a painstaking comparison of fingerprints taken from the amputated hands with those appearing on Cédula de Identidad No. 3,524,272, issued in the name of Ernesto Guevara de la Serna in 1952 by the Argentine police. They were able to ascertain from the comparison, they stated unequivocally in the formal report they released on October 14, that “they belong to one and only one person: Ernesto Guevara de la Serna.”

The trio of Argentine police experts next compared the handwriting appearing on two pages of the field diary found in Ché’s mochila with that on his 1952 Cédula de Identidad. They found a “significant regularity” in the structure of the lettering and other graphological features of the respective samples, which enabled them to conclude that the handwriting in both belonged to a single person: Ernesto Guevara de la Serna. This established also, not incidentally, the authenticity of the two diaries and other written documents in Ché’s possession when he was captured.

On Sunday, October 15, the day following the release of the Argentine experts’ report, their findings were confirmed by the least expected source: Premier Fidel Castro of Cuba.

All week the Cubans had been reacting most curiously. When word first arrived of the capture and death of Ché Guevara, instead of instantly branding it a lie as might have been expected, Havana kept silent. Within twenty-four hours of the official Bolivian announcement on Wednesday, October 11, Radio Havana broadcast exactly as received the dispatches filed by news correspondents from Vallegrande describing the macabre scene in the hospital laundry room, and the Cuban Communist Party organ and quasi-official newspaper Granma spread them over four columns. On Thursday, fresh cables from Bolivia on the death story made Granma’s front page and occupied prime radio and television time in Cuba. On Saturday, October 14, the Cuban Government all but officially acknowledged the truth when it permitted a letter of condolence to be read over the national television network. Finally on Sunday night, Fidel Castro himself went on the network for two hours to certify officially that the news of his old comrade’s demise was “sadly true.”

Fidel reminded his audience that on all other occasions when foreign news dispatches had announced Ché’s death, he had always found them spurious. But the reports he began receiving from Bolivia on October 9 were different, and he became worried. Still, nothing was definite. On the night of the tenth, the first photograph of the body reached Havana. It did not seem to resemble Ché closely, although it possessed some of his general characteristics. A few hours later, a second photo arrived “in which there appeared some features which were unmistakably those of his physiognomy,” and Fidel began to feel that “the news could be true.” Next day he received a photograph that was so clear there seemed to be no doubt it was of Ché.

“One photograph may be falsified,” Castro went on. “But in this case we are dealing not with photographs made by the [Bolivian] government, but photographs that had been taken by numerous newspapermen in Bolivia itself, at the very site where the corpse was. And those newspapermen took the photos and transmitted them. That is, there was no possibility . . . of a falsified photograph.”

Reaching Havana simultaneously were other facts that, considered together with the photographs, convinced Fidel Castro and the entire Cuban leadership (which had been meeting frequently to weigh the incoming reports) that Ché Guevara was dead. Thus, for example, Castro and his colleagues examined released excerpts from Ché’s diary and concluded that “this is Ché’s handwriting, his unmistakable handwriting,” as was the very style Ché’s, “down to the brief and concise form” in which the deceased guerrilla habitually expressed himself. The Cuban leaders unanimously agreed that “it was technically impossible to fabricate those proofs.” In any case, asked Fidel rhetorically, “what reason would that regime [the Bolivian government] have to falsify news which ten or fifteen or twenty days later . . . would be proven a lie?”

Nor did it seem strange to Fidel that the guerrilla leader had died as he had in a perhaps avoidable encounter with Bolivian troops, “because always, the whole time that we knew each other, he was characterized by his extraordinary fearlessness, his absolute scorn for danger,” and his tendency “to make things more difficult and more dangerous” for himself. Fidel felt certain that Ché had not taken the necessary precautions to protect himself at Quebrada del Yuro. “It is quite possible,” the Cuban leader decided, “that he . . . thought—as he always thought—of the relative courage of men and the unsurpassable courage of example.”

Was Fidel Castro saying, in other words, that Ché had sacrificed himself deliberately? That he had sought death, or consciously flouted it?

Fidel came close to sensing, though he could not have known it at the time, that Ché had had a premonition, at least, that death was near. The last entries in Ché’s diary are suffused with such gloom and despair that they strongly suggest he expected the end soon. He virtually says so, for example, at the very beginning of his entry for September 28: “A day of anguish. At times it seemed as if it would be our last.”

He had sent two of his men to seek a way out of the canyon the guerrilla band was in. They returned immediately to report that the hill before them, which offered the easiest escape route, was traversed by a road on which a peasant was riding his horse. A moment later, a troop of forty-six soldiers were passing on the road, followed shortly by seventy-seven more. A shot was fired. The soldiers took up their positions. And Ché heard an officer ordering them “to go down to the ravine which seemed to be ours.” He continues, in despair: “Our refuge has no defense against an attack from the height, and the possibilities of escape are remote if they discover us.”

Two days before, on September 26, there had occurred a fierce battle that turned out to be the beginning of the end. In what he characterized as “the fateful ambush at La Higuera,” a hamlet of adobe houses and barely four hundred inhabitants to which he himself would be taken wounded a fortnight later, he had lost three of the most valuable members of his dwindling guerrilla band. The greatest loss was that of Roberto Peredo Leigue, known as Coco, who had been a “charter” member and had belonged to the tiny hard core of really dedicated guerrillas. To make matters worse, two other guerrillas had deserted. The Army ambush at La Higuera, Ché summarized, “ruined everything and we have been left in a dangerous position.” It was Ché’s penultimate fight. His mood was summed up in the single word with which he began the entry for the twenty-sixth: “Defeat.”

The guerrillas knew that they were being encircled by two Bolivian Ranger companies in an ever tightening net. Totaling some 180 men (which a Chilean radio broadcast multipled by ten, perhaps misleading Ché), they were closing in from the villages of Naranjo, Tulilla, and La Marquesa north and west of Vallegrande and Alto Seco and San Lorenzo south of it.

The tension mounted daily. On September 29, Ché opened his diary with, “Another tense day.” On the thirtieth: “Another day of tension.” The problems also mounted. Their best egress from the canyon, the road traversing the hill, was blocked because soldiers and peasants were on it most of the time. They had to stumble over harsh rocks and scrub in a frantic effort to find another route of escape, frequently getting lost.

Four of the guerrilla band—reduced to a mere seventeen men—were incapacitated. Ché himself was ill, wracked by fits of coughing induced by his asthma and generally debilitated from long marches and a poor diet. Two others, both Cubans, were even sicker, and a fourth guerrilla, a Peruvian called El Chino, had such poor eyesight that they could march very little at night, the best time to move about.

They were almost entirely without food and drink. The situation was so bad that, “despite the bitter water and the grease in the pot in which it was prepared,” Ché could write that their coffee “tasted wonderful.” After it, they ate porridge, and prepared “rice with tapir meat to take with us.” Upon reaching a glen they were heading for, which abutted the canyon, they found no water.

Meanwhile, the two guerrillas who deserted on September 26 became informers for the Bolivian Army. Ché noted on October 3: “The radio reported news about two prisoners: Antonio Dominguez Flores (León) and Orlando Jiménez Bazán (Camba). The latter admits having fought against the Army; the former says he turned himself in because he trusts the President to keep his word [not to punish him]. They both have given abundant information about Fernando [one of Ché’s aliases], his sickness, and all the rest, and who knows what they have revealed that has not been published. So ends the tale of 2 heroic guerrillas.”

Two days later, thirst and starvation had pushed the guerrillas close to the breaking point. Ché wrote: “We set out at nightfall with the men exhausted from lack of water and Eustaquio making a spectacle of himself by moaning for a mouthful of water.”

That same day, he gave the Cuban doctor called Moro, who was ailing most, a hypodermic to keep him going, and treated the other sick Cuban, Benigno, as well. The final entry in Ché’s diary foreshadowed the defeat to come.

“We completed the 11th month of our guerrilla operation in a bucolic mood, without complications until 12:30, when an old woman grazing her goats came into the canyon where we were camped and we had to seize her. The woman has not given us any trustworthy information about the soldiers, saying that she knows nothing, that it is a long time since she has been in that area. She only gave us information about the roads; from what the old woman told us, we calculate that we are approximately one league from Higueras and another from Jagüey and some 2 from Pucará. At 17:30, Inti, Aniceto, and Pablito went to the old woman’s house where she has a crippled daughter and another half dwarf. They gave her 50 pesos with the warning not to say a word to anyone, but with little hope that she will do so despite her promises. The 17 of us set out under a very small moon. The march was very tiring and we left a lot of traces in the canyon we were in, which contained no houses nearby, but there are potato patches watered by irrigation ditches from the same arroyo. At 2 we rested, as it was now useless to continue advancing. El Chino becomes a real burden when we have to march at night.”1

Ché’s mistrust was well founded. The next morning, a peasant pinpointed for the Army his exact position. Whether the informer was the woman goatherd or not has never been ascertained; but Major Miguel Ayoroa, who commanded the two attacking Bolivian Ranger companies that day, has stated that it was a woman.

The fighting began about 1:30 in the afternoon of Sunday, October 8, in the rocky, almost barren canyon called Quebrada del Yuro. It started with a brief clash, followed by a long one with considerable fire power used by both sides. The whole battle lasted a total of about two hours, ending around 3:30 P.M.

It was during the second encounter that Ché was wounded, in the leg. He was dragged up a hill from the bottom of the canyon, where they had been attacked, by a Bolivian guerrilla named Willy, who meanwhile covered him with rifle fire. At the top Ché found a tree to cling to, and from there, though wounded, he continued to give his men orders. He was anxious to have them scramble out of the canyon somehow and climb to the top, where they stood a chance against the soldiers: as long as the soldiers dominated the canyon from its surrounding ridges, they had the guerrillas virtually at their mercy.

In the fighting Ché’s weapon—a carbine with the markings “744,520 Land Division United States” and “D” (on the butt)—was shot out of his hands. As four Bolivian soldiers approached him with their rifles cocked, he shouted: “Do not shoot! I am Ché Guevara and worth more to you alive than dead!”

The soldiers surrounded and captured him and his defender, Willy (Simón Cuba Sarabia).

Then, according to one eyewitness account, Ché went into a violent asthma attack and could hardly breathe for some moments.

Captain Gary Prado Salmón, commanding Ranger Company “B,” the attacking unit, wished to confirm the guerrilla leader’s identity and asked him who he was. Breathing more normally, Ché answered, “I am Ché Guevara.” (Fidel Castro would say in his October 15 utterance that that was how Ché would have answered.)

Captain Prado ordered his men to protect their flanks to prevent the guerrillas from trying to rescue Ché, and to seize the revolutionary’s equipment. He covered Ché with his own revolver, at which point the guerrilla chieftain is reported to have assured him, “Do not worry, Captain, it is all over.”

Ché went on to admit, “I have failed,” and added frankly that he was ashamed that he had been taken alive. Then he was silent.

The next morning, Monday, October 9, Colonel Zenteno announced that the guerrilla leader had been killed in battle. But a formal communiqué issued that same day by the High Command in La Paz only said vaguely, “The Reds suffered five casualties, among them presumably is Ernesto Ché Guevara.”

The communiqué did not say that Ché had died in battle or was even dead at the time it was issued.

General Ovando informed newsmen in Vallegrande a day later, on Tuesday, October 10, that Ché had expired around midday of the ninth. Later, an exact hour was given: 1:30 P.M. Ché had lived, in other words, approximately 22 hours after the battle of Quebrada del Yuro ended around 3:30 P.M. on the eighth.

Ovando’s version of Ché’s death thus contradicted Zenteno’s, who in turn contradicted himself and later supported his chief’s version. Still other stories of how Ché died, told by Captain Prado and the soldiers who had fought at Quebrada del Yuro and by townspeople, differed in significant aspects from each other and from the various official descriptions, adding to a growing confusion as to what actually happened.

What puzzled reporters about General Ovando’s version of Ché’s death was this: how could Ché Guevara have lived some twenty-two hours after the battle if, as had been reported, he had been shot in the heart? The heart wound was authoritatively confirmed, said an Associated Press dispatch dated October 13, in an “exclusive interview” with a physician named José Martínez Caso, who had assisted in performing an autopsy on Ché; the AP quoted him as saying that “the mortal shots were one in the heart and another in the lungs.” This contradicted a statement by Major Ayoroa earlier that Ché had been wounded only in the legs and thorax.

The United Press International concurred with its AP rival. Its correspondent Carlos Villa Borda claimed in an October 14 dispatch that “at least one of the wounds that passed through the heart must have taken effect at once.” He added that Ché’s corpse “gave the impression of an instantaneous death,” which would explain why there was not a trace of pain, surprise, or fear on the face.

The UPI disclosed, subsequently, the existence of a photograph of the body taken before it was displayed to the newsmen in Vallegrande that “shows what appear to be at least two bullet wounds in the neck.” Comparing this photo with others taken by newsmen in the hospital laundry room, the UPI found that Ché’s beard covered the neck wounds when his head was propped up for the press. It concluded that “the corpse was submitted to a careful retouching and washing before being shown to the newspapermen.”

An official autopsy report, signed by Dr. Martínez and his superior, Dr. Moisés Abraham Baptista, director of the Hospital del Señor de Malta where Ché had been taken, was made on October 10. It described the critical wound in the following scientific language: “Bullet wound in left pectoral region, between the ninth and tenth ribs, with exit in lateral region of the same side.” The report concluded, “The wounds in the thorax and consequent hemorrhage were the cause of death.”

The two doctors listed nine wounds in their report, not one of them directly in the heart.

Is it likely that a physician signing this report would then proceed, two or three days later, to tell the press that Ché had been shot through the heart? And why was the autopsy report not made public until October 17, a week after it was signed, by which time everybody was speculating about the manner of Ché’s death?

Doctors Baptista and Martínez accompanied release of their autopsy report with a statement contradicting the AP and similar stories: “With regard to what is referred to as ‘the wound in the heart’ which is said to be the cause of death, we must clarify that neither of us has said any such thing, since during the autopsy we ascertained that the heart showed no lesion whatsoever. . . .”

Nearly every journalist who has written on the subject believes that Ché Guevara was executed by the Bolivian Armed Forces. From a careful evaluation of all existing reports and eyewitness accounts, it appears that Ché spent his last hours as follows:

Half-carrying Ché because at least one leg was so badly shot up that he could not walk by himself, the soldiers who had captured him managed to get him to La Higuera, less than two miles from the battlefield. There he was lodged in the village schoolhouse, a small building with two rooms. Willy and another Bolivian guerrilla, Aniceto Reynaga Gordillo, were put in the room adjoining his.

Ché passed the night in the schoolroom. In the morning Colonel Zenteno arrived from Vallegrande and, together with another colonel named Andrés Selnich, entered it to interrogate the captive. Also present, according to several news accounts, were representatives of the CIA. A story by Juan de Onis in The New York Times stated that Ché cooperated with his interrogators.

It can be revealed here that they discussed many topics. Cuba featured prominently in Ché’s conversation, particularly its economic problems, and he admitted that there was hunger there. He attributed the hunger, however, to the “Yankee imperialist” economic blockade. Later he boasted that Cuba, alone of the countries of the socialist camp, had attained self-sufficiency—apparently contradicting himself.

Ché went into some discussion also of the Cuban Revolution and the toll of life it had taken, asserting that only some fifteen hundred persons had been killed other than in combat—had been, in other words, executed by the Cuban revolutionary regime. He then added, “Of course the Cuban Government executed all guerrilla leaders who invaded its territory.”

He was alluding to infiltration into Cuba of armed anti-Castro exiles, rather than the Bay of Pigs invasion.

Then he stopped. His face wore a bitter smile. He had suddenly realized that as head of the guerrilla movement in Bolivia, he could expect the same fate as those who had invaded Cuba.

Indeed, at about 11:00 A.M., Colonel Zenteno, carrying out orders radioed to him earlier by the High Command in La Paz, had already instructed that Ché Guevara be shot.

Speaking for the most part with his customary candidness, Ché admitted that his capture would probably represent a tremendous defeat for the guerrilla movement in Bolivia. He also confessed his great disappointment at not having received any support from the Bolivian peasantry.

The interrogation was still going on when shots were heard in the adjoining room. Ché realized instantly, of course, what had happened: Willy2 and Aniceto had been shot to death. His turn was next.

That was confirmed when Sergeant Mario Terán entered carrying an M-2 carbine. Terán was the executioner of Willy and Aniceto.

An odd, yet very prosaic, last request was made by the doomed guerrilla chieftain. One of the Bolivian soldiers had asked for his pipe, and he was now ready to give it to him. But that soldier was not among the men there in the room. Whereupon Terán, as eager as anyone to receive a memento from Ché, said, “I would like to have the pipe.”

“No,” Ché refused. It would have been too much to make a gift of it to his executioner.

The final preparations were made. Ché propped himself up against a wall. He was ready. Before Terán fired, Ché uttered these last words: “Tell my wife that she should remarry.”

A great uproar arose in foreign countries over what was termed the “assassination,” or “murder,” of Ernesto Ché Guevara. The Bolivians answered that Ché and his guerrillas wantonly murdered some fifty soldiers and civilians, usually by ambushing them, in the course of what they point out was an unwarranted invasion of their national territory by armed foreigners.

Moreover, Ché had never hesitated, in the early days of the Cuban Revolution, to send hundreds of defenseless opponents to the firing wall—the dreaded paredón—in the dungeons of La Cabaña, the Spanish colonial fortress in Havana harbor which he had commanded.

There are those who argue that Ché’s execution was precipitate, done in the heat of anger and hatred. But that was not the case. The editor of the highly respected La Paz liberal Catholic newspaper Presencia, Alberto Bailey Gutiérrez, who personally covered the guerrilla war and is considered a journalist of ability and integrity, reports on that point: “It was known in advance that if Guevara were captured he would be executed. There had been a previous decision. The High Command of the Armed Forces took that decision when it was known that Ché was in Bolivia. It was pointed out that that was military procedure in the face of an armed insurrection, and the guerrillas would have done the same if General Ovando and President Barrientos had been captured.”

Expressing what is probably the consensus in Bolivia, where, as in Latin America generally, such a thing as retribution for taking life is considered normal, Bailey justifies Ché’s execution on these grounds: “What happened is natural, unfortunately, in a guerrilla war born of an armed rebellion coming from abroad and that obeys no kind of law. The Bolivian Army would have been very wrong, from its point of view, to have given Ché a world tribunal to enable him to stir up guerrilla passions. . . .”

It was Ché’s bad luck that at the time of his capture an ardent French follower and theorist of Castroism, Jules Régis Debray, was being tried in a Bolivian military court on the charge of being an accomplice of his in the guerrilla attempt to overthrow the Bolivian Government.3 This followed Debray’s capture in the southeastern town of Muyupampa, on April 20, 1967, just after he had left the guerrilla camp nearby. Bolivia soon became the object of a world-wide campaign of pressure, inspired by the Communists (but abetted by non-Communists including Charles de Gaulle and Bertrand Russell), to force it to free Debray regardless of whether he had run afoul of Bolivian law or not. Bolivia felt that it was being unfairly pilloried abroad, and reacted with angry determination to prosecute Debray to the limit of the law.

When Ché was taken, Bolivia’s leaders saw nightmarish visions of another international campaign of pressure, only much greater than Debray’s, in view of Ché’s world reputation. In the light of their experience with Debray and his sympathizers, they concluded that it would be less wearing on the country if they did not try Ché—that would prevent him, in Bailey Gutiérrez’s words, from “stirring up guerrilla passions.” In the back of their minds, of course, was the keen awareness that Bolivia’s social, economic, and political problems were profoundly aggravated as it was, and that disaffected elements, with a magnetic figure to rally around, might well achieve what Ché and his guerrillas had failed to, and successfully overthrow the Government. Régis De-bray, then, unwittingly triggered the execution of his revered master.

Almost as many questions arose concerning the disposition of Ché’s remains as about the way he died. Was he buried or cremated? Not only journalists but the Bolivian people themselves wanted to know the answer. It was a question that stemmed from the extraordinary circumstances surrounding the death itself.

Until Roberto Guevara’s arrival in Bolivia there had been no doubt as to what had happened to the body. Only the day before he came, on October 11, General Ovando himself had announced to the world, “Guevara has already been buried in Vallegrande.”

Presencia published a dispatch from Vallegrande recording that “this agreeable capital” of the province of the same name had “lent its soil to cover the remains of the guerrilla who died at Higuera.” It also recorded the approximate time of burial: “at daybreak” on October 11.

When Roberto Guevara arrived the next day, he went to General Ovando’s modest La Paz residence seeking his permission to inspect the body in Vallegrande, and Ovando told him: “Go if you wish, but perhaps you will not arrive in time. The Armed Forces have cremated his body.”

Ovando later that day revealed the same news to the Bolivian and foreign press.

President René Barrientos Ortuño confirmed Ovando’s statement a day later. He added that the Armed Forces had made the decision to cremate on October 10—only the day before Ovando (and he) had announced that Ché had already been buried! And he further disclosed that an Armed Forces commission headed by General Torrez, Chief of Staff, was in Vallegrande attending to the cremation.

Roberto Guevara then went to Vallegrande and was told by Torrez that his brother had been reduced to ashes.

A weird game of trying to discover just what had happened to Ché’s body went on for a few weeks and then ceased. It was revived in late November by General Ovando himself. Arriving in Rio de Janeiro on a “vacation,” he promptly and freely opened up to newsmen on the triumph of Bolivia and her Armed Forces over Guevara’s guerrillas, and inevitably he was asked questions about Ché’s death and what was done with the body. According to the November 28, 1967, issue of the reliable Rio newspaper Correio de Manha, Ovando replied, “Guevara was not cremated. He was buried in a place whose existence is a Bolivian state secret.”

A stunned official La Paz did a quick about-face. It could not cling to the cremation story after the Armed Forces Chief, regarded by many as virtually “co-President” of Bolivia with Barrientos,4 had discarded it in favor of the original burial account. So Vice President Luis Adolfo Siles Salinas obligingly supplied him with official civilian backing by stating publicly, “I am happy that he was not cremated.”

Now everybody was thoroughly confused. Presencia wondered aloud editorially why “a personage of the Commander in Chief’s weight, known for his prudence and spare and measured language, should have become involved in this useless relation of past deeds.” It got no answer.

Instead of pleading a slip of the tongue or producing some other face-saving gesture, Ovando reiterated, on December 2, the new-old assertion that Ché had been buried.

Back in Bolivia, General Torrez, stubbornly reiterating that “the body of Guevara was cremated,” valiantly explained that what his chief meant to say was that “the ashes have been buried.” It was an interesting wrinkle intended to help Ovando save face, and on December 9 in Montevideo, Uruguay, he seized on it to brush away the “misunderstandings” that had arisen. He stated now, “The origin of the misunderstandings rests in that I said that the ashes had been buried. Guevara was cremated and then his ashes were interred.”

Why had Ovando tried in Rio to revive the burial story after the cremation version had seemingly been accepted, and since forgotten, in Bolivia? The only explanation that appears to make sense is that the General, who had announced in Rio that he would be a candidate for the Bolivian Presidency in 1970, perhaps felt that the Bolivian electorate, overwhelmingly Catholic, might conceivably reject him at the polls because cremation violates their religion. After all, Presencia, with strong ties to the Bolivian Church, had editorially attacked “the grave error of the premature and secret burning of the corpse.” Furthermore, as Presencia added, many people were wondering whether the Armed Forces “wanted to hide something.”

What had impelled Ovando, in the first place, to give out the story of Ché’s cremation was apparently the desire to prevent Roberto Guevara from seeing the body. Why? The best answer the author could obtain is that the Armed Forces feared one of two things: if Roberto saw the corpse and denied it was his brother’s, Bolivia would continue to find world opinion divided even though incontrovertible proof such as fingerprints would show Roberto to be incorrect. Or, if the brother did acknowledge the remains as Ché’s, he might demand they be turned over to the family and that would put the Bolivian Government in the embarrassing position of having to refuse him. For the family would undoubtedly hold a public funeral, and Ché’s burial place, whether in Argentina or Cuba, would automatically become an international revolutionary shrine, and his Bolivian conquerors an eternal object of passionate abuse, a prospect obviously unappealing to them.

Then again, the hands had been amputated to permit irrefutable identification of the corpse—a mutilation the family was partly responsible for, ironically, with its demand for indisputable proof of Ché’s fingerprints—and Roberto might well have raised a hue and cry over that which could also embarrass Bolivia.5

Was Ché in fact cremated? It seems unlikely. Besides violating Catholic tenets, it would have been physically difficult. For, as Dr. Martínez has observed, “there are no facilities for that in Vallegrande.” Most people the author queried in Bolivia believe that Ché was buried in an unmarked, and perhaps common, grave, whose precise location is known to only a handful of high military and civilian officials, somewhere in the rocky, semiarid region of Vallegrande Province, where he met his fate.

Despite the efforts of Bolivia’s leaders to obscure the facts surrounding Ché’s death in the hope of discouraging any attempt to enshrine him, his admirers have since mounted a world-wide campaign to immortalize him. It was none other than Fidel Castro, so often torn by ambivalent emotions toward his old comrade in life, who launched the movement with a velada solemne—solemn wake—staged in Havana’s huge Plaza de la Revolución in a setting mystical enough to satisfy the requirements for a beatification ceremony. A massive portrait of the “guerrillero heróico,” as he had already been officially anointed, towered above the speakers’ dais while great klieg lights played back and forth over it and the vast throng in the square to form the ideal backdrop. The Cuban Communist poet Nicolás Guillen set the mood by reciting a just-finished ode, Ché Comandante; this was followed by a 21-gun salute—usually reserved for chiefs of state—fired in honor of the departed one, and a documentary on his life shown to the eerie accompaniment of his voice uttering recorded excerpts from his speeches. Finally, Fidel himself delivered a long and extravagant panegyric that installed Ché in the pantheon of Communist immortals alongside Marx and Lenin, and proclaimed him the “new man” of the future which youth should henceforth emulate. The old revolutionary was dead; the new saint was born.

Cuba went into a frenzy of naming schools, streets, plazas, and hospitals after Ché, and from there the Castro-inspired canonization movement spread to other Latin American countries. In Argentina, the deceased hero’s native land, followers of exiled dictator Juan Domingo Perón joined with Catholic priests in as bizarre a demonstration of idol-worship as Christians have ever put on. Thus the Acción Revolucionaria Peronista solemnly proclaimed that “never has the cause of human liberation paid a higher price: the immolation of the Christ of our era,” while it remained for Eva Perón’s confessor, Padre Hernán Benitez, to immortalize him in these extravagant secular terms:

“Ché Guevara has died a legendary hero and will never die in the public consciousness. Just as the medieval Spaniards always believed that El Cid Campeador had not died, so is it possible that in future years the soldiers of the Third World will feel the presence of Ché in the ardor of guerrilla struggle.”

Catholic priests elsewhere seconded Benítez. Leftist Archbishop Helder Pessoa Cámara of Olinda y Recife, Brazil, expressed his “great respect” for Ché while a bishop from the same Brazilian diocese told his congregation to pray for the soul of “our brother Guevara.” The Uruguayan priest, Juan Zaffaroni, unashamedly confessed that Ché is “the revolutionary I idolize.” And in Franco Spain—of all places!—the theologian who helped draft the Vatican II decree on religious freedom, José María González Ruiz, placed a photo of Ché Guevara on his desk beside a crucifix.

Former Argentine President Arturo Frondizi, who had lost his job on Ché’s account, hailed him as “the hero of our time,” while a successor, Arturo Illia, proclaimed Ché “the martyr of the Americas.” Latin American intellectuals were not far behind the priests and politicians in their encomiums. Ché’s compatriot, the famous novelist Julio Cortázar (Blow Up), wrote in a macabre tribute that his pen was guided by Ché though they “have cut off his fingers.” Latin America’s first winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature, Miguel Angel Asturias of Guatemala, saw Ché as “an expression of authentic romanticism, of the heroic sacrifice that, of course, arouses sympathy in all classes.” The Ecuadorian far-left poet, Jorge Enrique Adoum, exulted that Ché had “made Latin America more noble, more dignified.” And Fidel Castro’s Haitian Communist poet in residence, René Depestre, composed an eighty-page, five-part cantata to Ché which, reaching away back into Greek mythology, acclaimed him as “a Latin American Ulysses who tirelessly seeks his Ithaca.”

In the United States, Old Leftists vied with New in their passionate odes to the departed hero. Thus the Monthly Review ran a poem that unabashedly dubbed him “the rebel Christ crucified,” while enthusiastic New Left youths carried photos and posters of Ché in demonstrations, and obliging publishers rushed to turn out a veritable flood of books and articles idealizing the just-born revolutionary saint.

Overseas, France took Ché to her bosom almost as though he were Jeanne d’Arc resurrected. French intellectuals, leftists, and bohemians organized a “Ché Guevara Week for Victory in Vietnam,” and chic shops, cashing in on it, sold countless copies of the now-famous portrait of him in the red-starred beret. Two typical Gallic touches were the recording of a hymn, Ché, by the pop singer François Deguelt, and a pontifical utterance by Jean-Paul Sartre, which sounded like an unconscious parody of himself: “I think that this man was not only an intellectual but the most complete man of his time.”

Italy and West Germany were, curiously enough, the scenes of the most violent posthumous demonstrations anywhere. Youths in Naples, Florence, Milan, and Rome paraded in the streets carrying Ché’s effigy and clashed with the police. Bonn youths planted bombs in the Bolivian Embassy and swore to avenge Ché’s death with “direct action.” Adding a mawkish note to it all was rabble-rousing “Red Rudi” Dutschke’s gesture in naming his newborn first son Hosea Ché, after the Biblical prophet and the Latin American revolutionary.

The “socialist camp” Ché so adored and loyally served was in sharp contrast. The Soviet and East European governments sent formal, uninspired telegrams of condolence to Havana and dutifully published stiff if complimentary obituaries but showed nothing like the fervor of Ché’s admirers in the West. As for Red China, to whose ideology Ché felt closest, its controlled press carried only brief mention of his demise and no eulogies at all.

In nearly the whole world, then, with the exceptions noted, a movement to apotheosize Ché Guevara suddenly ballooned to gigantic proportions even before his body had grown cold. It is unlikely that Ché himself, knowing as we do of his dislike for exaggeration and display, would have approved, however. Rather, he would have wished to see himself portrayed as he really was, warts and all.

To understand Ché Guevara, as to understand any man who has made his mark, we must look behind the public “image” for the flesh-and-blood human being. And that must be sought for in all the molecules of life which contributed to forming him: his family origins and his personal background, his country and his times, his loves and his hates, his successes and his failures, and not least, his chronic lifelong affliction, asthma, whose effect upon the formation of his character was overwhelming. It is to the search for the human Ché Guevara that we now dedicate ourselves.

1. In some respects, the wording of this passage differs from the translation appearing in the first edition of The Complete Bolivian Diaries of Ché Guevara and Other Captured Documents, which the author edited. This will be true also of other passages in the present volume taken from Ché’s diaries and from those of Braulio, Pombo, and Rolando as well. The changes are the result of the author’s having had more time to do justice to the original material. In no case, however, have meanings been altered.

2. The first edition of The Complete Bolivian Diaries of Ché Guevara and Other Captured Documents stated, erroneously, “Willy was shot dead protecting his chief.” Further research confirms that the version given here of Willy’s death is the correct one.

3. Debray’s exact role is frankly portrayed by Ché and other guerrillas in The Complete Bolivian Diaries of Ché Guevara and Other Captured Documents, and is touched upon elsewhere in this book.

4. They had been “co-Presidents” officially for six months in 1965.

5. Another irony, if normally reliable sources are to be believed, is that Ché’s amputated hands were retained as keepsakes by the then Minister of Government and Justice, Antonio Arguedas Mendieta, the Bolivian official who subsequently turned over to Fidel Castro an incomplete photocopy of the Ché diaries and confessed that he held the same revolutionary beliefs as Castro and Guevara.



CHAPTER TWO


ADVENTURERS FROM THE PAMPAS

THE LAND from which Ché sprang is one of the more fascinating countries in the New World, one million square miles of fantastic contrasts and seemingly illimitable beauty and wealth. To the west rise the majestic snow-peaked Andes, and at the opposite end of the country are the estuary of the Rio de la Plata and the vast Atlantic. In between stretch the great plains known as the Dry Pampa—which the Argentines call simply La Pampa—finally terminating in the Humid Pampa of the east that surrounds the capital city. To the north, still more change: the immense alluvial plain of the Gran Chaco with its heat and tropical scrub and the contrasting region between the Paraná and Uruguay rivers called “Mesopotamia,” filled with lush forest and rolling grassland. And finally, the arid, windy, forbidding plateaus of Patagonia extending to the southernmost edges of the continent and tapering off into the frozen Antarctic.

Hard by the Andean foothills lies the Province of Mendoza, a land of high fertility irrigated by mountain waters that merge to form the region’s two major rivers, the Mendoza and the Tunuyán. This is the vineyard of Argentina. It also supplies much of the alfalfa used to fatten the cattle for which Argentina is famous and grows great stands of timber and other products of a prodigal Nature. Here in Mendoza is where our story begins.

In 1848, Argentina was governed by the first and greatest of a long line of caudillos, Juan Manuel de Rosas. He was the kind of strong man Ché Guevara could have admired—a man who, dominating the political landscape for some three decades, contributed mightily toward forming the background and tradition from which the future revolutionary emerged.

Rosas was the most celebrated leader of the gauchos—a race which fascinated the young Ernesto Guevara and whose adventurous life, as immortalized in José Hernández’s epic poem Martín Fierro, whetted his own appetite for adventure as he spent hour after hour vicariously living it. The gauchos first made their appearance at the beginning of the seventeenth century, fifty years after cattle had been brought to the Río de la Plata and sired the first great wild herds that roamed the pampas. Though in the beginning a vaquero, or cowboy, the gaucho as he finally emerged was essentially the product of a flourishing contraband traffic in cattle products such as hides and tallows.

Of mixed Spanish, Indian, and some Negro blood, the gauchos were usually wiry, brown, and hirsute. More like gypsies than anything else, they were the freest men in all Argentina—and the men who freed their country from Spanish rule. The gaucho refused to be tamed by civilization, law, government, or the church. He was ever ready to fight anyone who tried to prevent him from expressing his opinion, to oppress him, or even to bring law and order to the wild provinces he inhabited beyond Buenos Aires. The city was the gaucho’s particular hate—a sentiment Ernesto Guevara shared with him and which perhaps figured to some extent in his insistent relegation of the city to a minor role in his conception of guerrilla warfare. The gaucho, as Argentina’s great teacher and ruler Domingo Faustino Sarmiento wrote, felt only “pitying disdain for the sedentary city man who may have read many books, but cannot throw or kill a wild bull, nor catch a horse alone and on foot in the open country.”

There was one non-gaucho who could: Juan Manuel de Rosas. At thirteen a seasoned warrior who had fought the invading British, Rosas spent the rest of his youth living and riding with the nomads of the pampas. Rosas also shared the gaucho’s hatred for the city, and he joined with other caudillos in raising the gaucho armies that prevented the dictator Martín Pueyrredón and his successors from imposing Buenos Aires’ hegemony upon the country after the War of Independence.

Rosas then proceeded to do exactly what he had stopped the Pueyrredóns from doing. He made himself Governor of Buenos Aires in 1829 and, during some two decades in office, gradually extended his sway over the other provinces and established Argentina’s first dictatorship—an example subsequent caudillos would emulate.

He set still other patterns for his country. Among the foremost is the xenophobia which mars the Argentine psychology and has provided the base for the demagogic “anti-imperialism” that Argentine leaders, most recently Perón, have frequently practiced. It was another national trait inherited by Ernesto Guevara.

Rosas’s antiforeign policies were popular in Argentina, if his dictatorship in general was not. He was praised, for example, by the great Liberator José de San Martín, who directed in his will that “the saber that has accompanied me throughout the entire war of South American independence will be presented to . . . Juan Manuel de Rosas, as a token of satisfaction . . . I have felt on seeing the firmness with which he has sustained the Republic’s honor against . . . the foreigners who sought to humiliate her.”

At home Rosas had become, however, a pure and simple tyrant. He dealt with the opposing party in what has become the classic fashion of Latin American despots: shooting, imprisoning, and exiling them.

Among his victims was a descendant of one of the many Irish families who had immigrated to South America in colonial times, driven by a combination of motives including their search for freedom and wealth as well as the affinity for the Spaniards’ Catholic faith. Such a family were the Lynches, whose founder Patricio arrived in Buenos Aires from County Galway in the eighteenth century and married into the local aristocracy. At the height of Rosas’s power, the Lynches were among Argentina’s biggest landowners and her handful of ruling families. Nevertheless, in 1840 Colonel Francisco Lynch y Arandia—the matronymic1 came from his Basque mother—though an Army officer as well as an owner of much land in Mendoza, lost both life and property at the hands of the dictator’s dreaded terrorist gang, the mazorca, the Colonel having dared oppose him.

Luckily, Colonel Lynch’s son and namesake Francisco escaped his father’s fate and managed to flee across the Andes into Chile. At about the same time, the neighboring brothers Juan Antonio and José Gabriel Guevara also found it expedient to seek refuge in Chile. Their properties, too, had been confiscated by Rosas. The Lynches and the Guevaras had been part of the movement, then becoming general, which united landowners and liberal intellectuals and other disparate elements in a common effort to unseat the dictator. The movement was particularly strong in the independent-minded provinces distant from Rosas’s power base in Buenos Aires, such as Mendoza on the Chilean border, where the Lynch and Guevara families had prospered. The dictator’s influence was strong enough, however, to reach into Mendoza and drive them into Chile. His act drastically changed their lives.

Francisco Lynch and the Guevara brothers fled to Valparaiso, the Chilean port that lies almost in a direct line opposite the capital city of Mendoza across the Andes. There, in 1848, they could encounter many other exiles from Rosas’s tyranny, some of international importance like Bartolomé Mitre and Sarmiento, in that year beginning his third exile from the dictatorship; they would become, respectively, Argentina’s first and second presidents. Sarmiento, a teacher, had probably done more than any other single person to make Rosas’s name known and hated throughout the civilized world, with the appearance (in Chile, three years before) of his Life of Facundo, or Civilization and Barbarism, a thinly disguised catalogue of the dictator’s crimes. Also living in Valparaiso at the time was the equally distinguished Juan Bautista Alberdi, whose Bases and Points of Departure for the Political Organization of the Argentine Republic would indeed supply the bases for the republic that emerged after Rosas.

The newcomers from Mendoza, having little else to do, spent a great many hours in Valparaiso’s cafés listening to the anti-Rosas discourses of Sarmiento, Mitre, and Alberdi, as did most other Argentine exiles. It was during one such tirade of Sarmiento’s that a man burst into the café with the breathless announcement, “Gold has been found in California! We can get rich!”

Sarmiento, the cool-headed intellectual, scoffed at the news. Nature, be averred, had never proved herself as prodigal as the man announcing the gold strike—one José Carreas—claimed. It was impossible, he insisted. Stories of fabulous gold discoveries in California had been rife for nearly a decade, he pointed out, and they had all been exposed as false.

Carreas disagreed. And so did the Guevara brothers and their neighbor Lynch. Though they could not have known the details, untold quantities of gold had indeed been found in the California Territory. Not many months earlier, on January 24, 1848, the immigrant Swiss John A. Sutter had struck a big lode near his mill on the southern fork of the American River, and that had precipitated the rush. The young Argentines had nothing to lose by joining it. Now landless and virtually penniless, they welcomed any chance to improve their fortunes.

The youths from Mendoza joined with Carreas in forming a company to mine gold in California. Carreas meanwhile obtained the resources to purchase and outfit a two-masted brigantine. Crowding into it, they and other Argentine exiles in Valparaíso ignored Sarmiento’s debunking efforts and set out for California to seek their fortunes.

If they thought they were among a lucky few who had heard of the gold strike, they were in for a big surprise. When the brig reached Panamá, it entered a harbor so jammed with vessels from every part of the world—many craft that had been months at sea and had had to sail all the way around Cape Horn—that they were fortunate to find berth. In San Francisco, their final destination, it was worse yet: at one point, as many as five hundred ships of all sizes clogged its harbor.

Juan Antonio and José Gabriel Guevara stopped in San Francisco only long enough to purchase needed tools and equipment. The brothers arrived in the Sacramento River valley in the winter of 1848. It was a miserable experience for them: cold, wet, and, what was worse, almost barren of results. Day after day of backbreaking work mining for gold had yielded them next to nothing. Nevertheless, they persisted for a whole year, abandoning their stake only after they had exhausted its potential. Deeply disappointed, they went back to San Francisco.

They were no longer as youthful-looking as they had been when they departed from Chile. A rare photo of them shows the two gold-seeking Guevara brothers appearing as rough and unkempt as any California adventurer of the day, wearing deerskin jackets, wide-brimmed cowboy hats, and long hair. The elder, Juan Antonio, also sported a heavy beard and held a pipe in his mouth—two trademarks of the great-grandson who would become world famous as Ché Guevara.

But their neighbor and friend Francisco Lynch fared much better. He had changed his mind about chasing after gold in the rough Sacramento country, convinced that there was more than enough of it to be had right there in San Francisco. Accordingly, he went into the business of buying and selling all sorts of items and running a saloon or two. And he prospered.

Flat broke, the Guevara boys desperately needed to find a way of keeping body and soul together. Presumably, Lynch helped them out as best he could, but a friendly dole could be no substitute for a steady livelihood—much less the fortune they had hoped to amass. Luckily, they met a friendly Spaniard in San Francisco, Guillermo Castro, who offered them employment as overseers on his farm at San Lorenzo, not too far away.

It was then 1852, and Rosas, after thirty-two years as dictator in Argentina, was deposed. In the distant California Territory, the Guevaras and Lynch and Carreas and all the other Argentine exiles danced with joy as they realized that Rosas’s downfall meant they were free to return home.

The Guevara brothers had not done badly, after all. Guillermo Castro had proved a generous employer. Still, they yearned for the familiar expanses of Mendoza where perhaps they might even regain their confiscated properties. Juan Antonio had yet another motive for going back: he had fallen in love with and married the boss’s daughter Concepción, a woman who combined intelligence with attractive looks, and she had borne a son Roberto, whom they wanted to grow up a citizen of Argentina. José Gabriel decided to accompany his older brother home.

Francisco Lynch, however, was not ready to return to Argentina just yet. There was still a fortune to be made in California.

Though Rosas was succeeded by another caudillo, Justo José de Urquiza, Governor of Entre Rios Province, a period of peace and stability and prosperity had come to Argentina. The fencing in of the pampas which started in 1844, even while Rosas ruled, was radically changing the face of the country, for it brought order and organization to the great semifeudal estancias and would enable the landowners to breed cattle and grow wheat more systematically; this, in turn, would make Argentina one of the world’s biggest suppliers of food and the wealthiest nation in Latin America.

The Guevara brothers recovered their lands in the general amnesty that followed Rosas’s fall from power. Juan Antonio was restored to Argentine citizenship and also obtained citizenship for his California-born son Roberto Guevara Castro.

Francisco Lynch, now wealthy but yearning for his homeland, returned to Mendoza a quarter-century after he had left it. Like his friend Juan Antonio Guevara, he had also married in California and brought back with him his wife and child, a daughter named Ana.

The two families were glad to see each other again and renewed their friendship at once. As it happened, Juan Antonio Guevara’s son Roberto, now some twenty-six years old, was at home when the Lynches arrived—though not through any desire of his own. Sharing the Guevara penchant for adventure, he had decided to embark upon some journey or other, but his mother Concepción had adamantly opposed it. And so there he was, chafing at his enforced stay on the family estate, when Francisco Lynch arrived with his daughter Ana.

Roberto would never regret that his mother had kept him home. Any desire to move on was repressed voluntarily by the presence of Ana Lynch, and soon he was courting her. Before much more time had elapsed, the Guevaras and the Lynches were celebrating their reunion with the marriage of Roberto and Ana. Out of this union came Ernesto Guevara Lynch, father of Ché, sixth of a dozen children the couple had.

Ernesto Guevara Lynch inherited the family’s adventurous spirit, but could never give quite the same dramatic expression to it that his grandfathers had and his own oldest child would. Perhaps it was because the Argentina of his day was too prosperous and too bourgeois to encourage dreams of high adventure.

In this Argentina of economic boom and political corruption, a man like Ernesto Guevara Lynch was practically a misfit; his background and education as an aristocrat made him scorn the bourgeois life, while at the same time the adventurous blood of his forefathers seemed to have thinned out in him. He was too easy-going, too simpático. Moreover, he had had life too soft and had never known the goad of hardship or oppression.

The spirit of adventure was not altogether gone from Guevara Lynch; it was only tamped down and required the constant action of a bellows to blow it into a flame. He needed to be joined by a stronger spirit, to be pushed, before he would act. He found such a spirit in Celia de la Serna. She was a flaming rebel through and through, and she combined with her rebelliousness a fierce independence, an unwavering stubbornness, a keen intelligence and a sharp tongue.

Yet Celia was as much an aristocrat as her spouse, and again like him, she had no background of poverty or injustice to complain about; she was born into wealth and prestige. Her family could trace its lineage back to the grandees of Spain and those of the New World as well, among them the Viceroy de la Serna of Upper Peru (which principally encompassed Bolivia), who had tried in vain to stem the Independence forces of Bolívar and San Martín. She was also a collateral relative of the Lynches through Juan de la Serna, a member of her family who had married one of their daughters. Her parents, like others of their class, were great and wealthy landowners and were held in high esteem throughout Argentina.

Celia was already a young lady, about two years Guevara Lynch’s junior, when World War I ended. The last restraint upon her rebellious nature was removed not long thereafter when, in quick succession, her father and mother died and she was left absolutely free to do as she willed and a lot of money to do it with. Pretty, besides, she was constantly sought after by the young aristocrats of Buenos Aires, but she scorned them for their dandyish ways and their insufferable stuffiness. Celia went out of her way to scandalize society by breaking one convention after another. The most radical movement of the day was feminism, so she took up every feminist fad she could. She became one of the very first ladies in the capital to cut her hair short, sign her own checks, drive her own car. One of the greatest outrages she committed was to drive her automobile, just for kicks, down the only Buenos Aires thoroughfare where vehicles are forbidden and pedestrians rule supreme, the Calle Florida.

Sensing in Ernesto Guevara Lynch a kindred, though momentarily somewhat subdued, spirit, Celia selected him for her mate above all the other eligible young aristocrats of the capital. With that, adventure began. Ernesto was then studying architecture, but it bored him. As he would confess to a friend in later years, “I would rather shoot myself than sit behind a desk.” Celia felt similarly confined. Since she had some land in the northeastern Province of Misiones—whereas his patrimony was relatively small because he had had to share it with eleven brothers and sisters—they decided to pack up and go there and leave stuffy Buenos Aires behind.

The land Celia owned had traditionally grown yerba mate, or Paraguay tea, which was popularly known as oro verde—“green gold.” A boom in “green gold” had started in the mid-twenties, and that is what drew the young couple to Misiones.

Mate is indigenous to northeastern Argentina, southern Paraguay, and eastern Brazil. A plant whose leaves are brewed like any tea and sipped from a gourd with a bombilla—a metal tube with a small sieve at the base of it—mate is the national beverage of all three countries and of Uruguay as well. It had originally been cultivated by the Jesuits, who had built the first European settlements around their missions in the northeast, hence the name of the province, Misiones. Mate was the region’s main source of income until the Jesuits were expelled in 1767. The plantations then fell into neglect, and production shrank drastically to whatever the Indians could pick from the wild trees. But the post-World War I period saw a revival of the plantation system, and the rising prosperity of Argentina created a booming market for mate, and thus an opportunity to coin real gold from the green one.

Guevara Lynch, perhaps seeking a way to distinguish himself, make money faster, contribute to general progress, or all three, decided to introduce modern farming methods on Celia’s lands. Instead of depending on migrant pickers, who were in such great demand at harvest times that often they had to be imported from Brazil and Paraguay, he would mechanize everything. So he went out and purchased up-to-date machinery and hired himself the best workers.

Somehow things did not work out as he had planned. Even farming required desk work—somebody had to keep books and administer the business—and Guevara Lynch was not cut out for that.

What happened is not quite clear, but Guevara Lynch next decided to go into the business of milling mate, processing it into the fine leaf that is ready to be brewed and sipped. So he was off again, this time to Rosario, far to the south of San Isidro, the Alto Paraná town where they lived. Rosario was already a thriving industrial center. “As I was thinking of installing a mate mill in Rosario,” he reminisced afterward, “I traveled there with my wife Celia.”2

Celia was pregnant. In fact, she was nearing the end of her pregnancy. She and her husband had scarcely settled in Rosario after an exhausting journey down the Paraná River when she gave birth, a month early. It was a boy, and they promptly named him Ernesto after his father, in the Argentine tradition; but usually they called him by the affectionate diminutive Ernestito, which some shortened further to Teté. The date was June 14, 1928.

Soon after Ernestito’s birth the family left Rosario and moved back to the mate plantation. “But,” the father decided, “that was no place for my wife and child to live in.” San Isidro was a rather pleasant town, though small. But he remembered that on a trip down the Paraná he had counted no fewer than eleven murderers aboard the boat. “The whole region is constantly in danger. Crimes are committed every hour.”3

Probably closer to the truth was that the strenuous effort to make a fortune out of green gold had dissipated its allure for him. He was neither the businessman that grandfather Francisco Lynch was, nor the hardy pioneer that Juan Antonio Guevara proved to be. For him, the green gold rush was over. Shortly he was putting the Misiones plantations up for sale.

Fate provided the Guevaras with a face-saving pretext for leaving Misiones. On May 2, 1930, occurred probably the most significant happening in the life of their first-born, Ernesto Guevara de la Serna. That day the baby was stricken by his first attack of the asthma he would suffer the rest of his life and which would exercise a profound and perhaps decisive influence in forming his personality. He was not quite two years old.

Celia always believed that she was the cause of her son’s asthma and felt guilty about it for the rest of her life. On the day of the attack she had taken little Ernestito swimming at the Club Náutico San Isidro, to which the Guevaras belonged, though the weather was the worst in memory. As the father subsequently recalled that day: “It was freezing cold and there was a southeaster. Celia was an excellent swimmer and the weather did not bother her. She had gone to swim at the Náutico San Isidro near the house where we lived. That second of May I had gone to look for her in the afternoon. She was very young and somewhat thoughtless. She did not think for a moment that that weather might harm the child. When we left the club, Ernesto was in very bad condition. We went to the office of an old physician—I do not remember his name—who was a neighbor of ours. It was then that we learned of Ernesto’s ailment.”4

The asthma attacks came more and more frequently, and the baby suffered such difficulty trying to breathe that the frantic parents believed he would surely die of suffocation. The attacks were worst at night, when the temperature fell, and many a dawn would find the father worn out and hollow-eyed from lack of sleep, having sat up all night long with Ernestito propped against his shoulder to enable him to breathe more easily. Celia experienced the tortures of the damned every time the child coughed and sputtered, unable to forgive herself for having taken him swimming that miserable day.

“During the next two years,” the father said, “we gave him every treatment possible.” But little was known of allergies in those days, and the family doctor was almost as baffled by Ernestito’s affliction as his parents. Finally, he recommended that they leave San Isidro—Misiones is a region of considerable rainfall, and the humidity was clearly harmful to the child—and move to a dry climate. The Guevaras decided that the clear dry air of Alta Gracia, in the mountains of the central Province of Córdoba, would be beneficial for the asthmatic. “And there,” continues Guevara Lynch, “we went to live.”

The family moved into one of Alta Gracia’s better residential districts, one filled with English-style cottages (the British presence in Argentina had had its impact on architecture as on nearly everything else). But their house on Calle Chile, called Villa Nidia, was a dilapidated two-story structure badly in need of repair and furnished rather shabbily. They could afford nothing better. Their resources had been virtually exhausted by the profitless yerba mate venture and futile cures for Ernestito’s asthma, and apparently there was little or no money coming in—there is no record, at any rate, that Guevara Lynch was employed during this period.

And now, what would he do in Alta Gracia? What could he do? This was no industrial or agricultural center where green gold or anything else was booming, but rather a quiet resort. Furthermore, though he had studied architecture, he had not completed school and so possessed no degree. Nor did he have experience or background in any other field that might enable him to earn a living.

It occurred to him and Celia that in studying architecture he had acquired some knowledge of construction work. So into the building business he went. Soon, notwithstanding his lack of a diploma, he was sporting the title of arquitecto.

Four more children were born to the Guevaras during their years in Alta Gracia—Celia, the first daughter, then Roberto (named after his California-born grandfather), Ana María (after her California-born grandmother), and Juan Martín—and they were quite a handful.

Ernestito was the biggest problem. His asthma attacks were so frequent and lasting that it was impossible for him to attend primary school. As a consequence, besides requiring constant attention, he had to be tutored. That task his mother undertook.

Celia, as she did in all things, went to extremes in the care and affection she lavished on the boy. She was driven by her guilt at having subjected him to the cruel elements that May afternoon in 1930, and by the almost constant nagging of her husband on the same score. His own failures were all too apparent, and it must have been comforting to have a valid reason to complain about his otherwise long-suffering wife. The fact that the years passed and still no cure was found for Ernestito’s asthma could have been at the bottom of the rift that later developed between Celia and Ernesto, which ultimately resulted in their complete separation.
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