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Ernesto Che Guevara: Biographical note

One of Time magazine’s “icons of the century,” Ernesto Guevara de
la Serna was born in Rosario, Argentina, on June 14, 1928. He made
several trips around Latin America during and immediately after
his studies at medical school in Buenos Aires, including his 1952
journey with Alberto Granado, on the unreliable Norton motorcycle
described in his early journal, The Motorcycle Diaries.

He became involved in political activity while living in
Guatemala in 1954, before the elected government of Jacobo
Arbenz was overthrown in a CIA-organized military operation.
Ernesto escaped to Mexico, profoundly radicalized.

Following up on a contact made in Guatemala, Guevara sought
out the group of exiled Cuban revolutionaries in Mexico City. In July
1955, he met Fidel Castro and immediately enlisted in the guerrilla
expedition to overthrow Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista. The Cubans
nicknamed him “Che,” a popular form of address in Argentina.

On November 25, 1956, Guevara set sail for Cuba aboard the
cabin cruiser Granma as the doctor to the guerrilla group that
began the revolutionary armed struggle in Cuba’s Sierra Maestra
mountains. Within several months, he was appointed by Fidel
Castro as the first Rebel Army commander, although he continued
ministering medically to wounded guerrilla fighters and captured
soldiers from Batista’s army.

In September 1958, Guevara played a decisive role in the military
defeat of Batista after he and Camilo Cienfuegos led separate guerrilla

columns westward from the Sierra Maestra to the center of the island.
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After Batista fled on January 1, 1959, Guevara became a key
leader of the new revolutionary government, first as head of
the Department of Industrialization of the National Institute of
Agrarian Reform (INRA), and then as president of the National
Bank. In February 1961, he was appointed minister of industry. He
was also a central leader of the political organization that in 1965
became the Cuban Communist Party.

Apart from these responsibilities, Guevara represented the
Cuban revolutionary government around the world, heading
numerous delegations and speaking at the United Nations and
other international forums in Asia, Africa, Latin America and the
socialist bloc countries. He earned a reputation as a passionate and
articulate spokesperson for Third World peoples, most famously
at the 1961 conference at Punta del Este in Uruguay, where he
denounced US President Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress.

As had been his stated intention since joining the Cuban
revolutionary movement, Guevara left Cuba in April 1965, first
to lead a Cuban-organized guerrilla mission to support the
revolutionary struggle in the Congo, Africa. He returned to Cuba
secretly in December 1965, to prepare another Cuban-organized
guerrilla force for Bolivia. Arriving in Bolivia in November
1966, Guevara’s plan was to challenge that country’s military
dictatorship and eventually to instigate a revolutionary movement
that would extend throughout the continent of Latin America. The
journal he kept during the Bolivian campaign became known as
The Bolivian Diary. Che was wounded and captured by US-trained
and run Bolivian counterinsurgency troops on October 8, 1967.
The following day he was murdered in cold blood and his body
hidden.

Che Guevara’s remains were finally discovered in 1997 and
returned to Cuba. A memorial was built at Santa Clara in central
Cuba, where he had won a major military battle during the war
against the Batista dictatorship.



Chronology

June 14, 1928 Ernesto Guevara is born in Rosario, Argentina, to
parents Ernesto Guevara Lynch and Celia de la Serna; he will
be the eldest of five children (Roberto, Celia, Ana Maria and
Juan Martin).

January 1, 1950 Young Ernesto sets out on a 4,000-kilometer trip on a
motorized bicycle through the northern provinces of Argentina.

January-July 1952 He travels around Latin America with his friend
Alberto Granado, starting out on a vintage Norton motorcycle.

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

July 6, 1953 After graduating as a doctor on June 12, Ernesto sets
off again to travel through Latin America. He visits Bolivia,

observing the aftermath of the 1952 revolution.

July 26, 1953 Fidel Castro leads an unsuccessful armed attack on
the Moncada army garrison in Santiago de Cuba, launching

the revolutionary struggle to overthrow the Batista regime.

December 1953 Ernesto meets a group of Cuban survivors of
the Moncada attack in San José, Costa Rica. He travels on to
Guatemala, where the land reform program of the popularly
elected government of Jacobo Arbenz is challenging the
control of the United Fruit Company.

September 21, 1954 Ernesto flees Guatemala, after a CIA-
backed military coup topples President Arbenz and brutally
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suppresses his supporters. In Mexico City, he gets a job at the
Central Hospital.

July 1955 Ernesto Guevara meets Fidel Castro soon after the latter
arrives in Mexico City following his release from prison.
Now nicknamed “Che” (an Argentine term of greeting) by
his Cuban friends, he immediately agrees to join the planned

guerrilla expedition back to Cuba.

August 18, 1955 Che marries Peruvian revolutionary Hilda Gadea
in Mexico. Their daughter Hildita is born the following year.

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

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

December 2, 1956 The Granma reaches Cuba at Las Coloradas beach
in the eastern province of Oriente, but the rebels are surprised by
Batista’s troops at Alegria de Pio and dispersed. A small group
successfully reunites and moves deeper into the Sierra Maestra
mountains and begins to recruit local peasants. Within a month

they are able to score a significant victory over Batista’s forces.

July 21, 1957 Having stood out among the guerrilla combatants
in recent battles, Che is selected to lead the newly established
second column of the Rebel Army and is promoted to the rank

of commander.

July 11-21, 1958 The rebels inflict a decisive defeat on Batista’s
army and are able to significantly expand their operational

zone in the Sierra Maestra.

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

province.
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December 28, 1958 Che Guevara’s guerrilla column initiates the
battle of Santa Clara and succeeds in taking control of that city

within a few days.

January 1, 1959 Batista flees Cuba. Fidel enters Santiago de Cuba
in the east of the island as the military regime collapses. Rebel
Army columns led by Che Guevara and Camilo Cienfuegos
reach Havana the next day.

February 9, 1959 Che Guevara is declared a Cuban citizen.
June 2, 1959 Che marries Aleida March, who had been an urban

underground activist and guerrilla fighter during the

revolutionary war.

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

government.

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

November 26, 1959 Che Guevara is appointed president of the
National Bank of Cuba.

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

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

October 23-December 23, 1960 Che Guevara makes an extended
visit to the Soviet Union, the German Democratic Republic
(East Germany), Czechoslovakia, China, and North Korea.
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November 24, 1960 Aleida March gives birth to her and Che’s first
child, Aleidita (“Aliucha”).
January 3, 1961 Washington breaks diplomatic relations with

Havana.

February 23, 1961 The revolutionary government establishes the

Ministry of Industry and Che Guevara is appointed minister.

April 15, 1961 As a prelude to the planned invasion by
US-organized forces, planes attack Santiago de Cuba and
Havana. The following day, at a mass rally, Fidel Castro

proclaims the socialist character of the Cuban Revolution.

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

Rio province in the west.

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

February 3, 1962 President Kennedy orders a total trade embargo

against Cuba.

May 20, 1962 Camilo Guevara March, Che and Aleida’s first son,

is born.

August 27-September 7, 1962 Che Guevara makes his second visit

to the Soviet Union.

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

for an imminent US invasion.
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June 14, 1963 Aleida March gives birth to a second daughter, Celia
Guevara March.

July 3-17, 1963 Che Guevara visits Algeria, recently independent

under the government of Ahmed Ben Bella.

March 25,1964 Representing the Cuban government, Che Guevara
addresses the UN Conference on Trade and Development in

Geneva, Switzerland.
November 4-9, 1964 Che Guevara visits the Soviet Union.
December 11, 1964 Che Guevara addresses the UN General

Assembly meeting in New York, condemning the US war
in Vietham and supporting independence movements from

Puerto Rico to the Congo.
December 17, 1964 Che Guevara leaves New York for Africa,

where he visits Algeria, Mali, Congo (Brazzaville), Guinea,

Ghana, Tanzania, and Egypt.

February 24, 1965 Ernestito (“Tatico”), Che and Aleida’s fourth
child, is born in Havana. The same day, Che Guevara
addresses the second Economic Seminar of the Organization
of Afro-Asian Solidarity in Algiers, controversially urging
the socialist countries to do more to support Third World

struggles for independence.

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

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

a passport in the name of Ramoén Benitez.

April 18, 1965 In answer to questions about Che Guevara’s
whereabouts, Fidel Castro informs foreign reporters that Che

“will always be where he is most useful to the revolution.”
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June 16, 1965 Fidel Castro announces Che Guevara’s location will

be revealed “when Commander Guevara wants it known.”

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

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

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

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

Havana.

March 1966 Che Guevara returns clandestinely to Cuba and meets
with Cuban volunteers selected for the mission to Bolivia at a
training camp in Cuba’s Pinar del Rio province. Meanwhile,
the first Cuban combatants arrive in Bolivia to begin advance
preparations for a guerrilla movement. Fellow Argentine
Tamara Bunke (“Tania”) has already been working there since
1964.

November 4, 1966 Che Guevara arrives in La Paz, Bolivia, in
disguise, using a Uruguayan passport in the name of Adolfo
Mena Gonzélez.

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

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

movement.

March 1967 The first guerrilla military action takes place in a
successful ambush of Bolivian army troops and the formation
of the National Liberation Army (ELN) of Bolivia is publicly

announced.

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

many Vietnams.”

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

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

30 years’” imprisonment.

May-June 1967 US Special Forces arrive in Bolivia to train the
counterinsurgency troops of the Bolivian army, which carries
out a massacre of miners and their families at the Siglo XX

mines.

July 1, 1967 President Barrientos publicly announces that Che

Guevara’s presence in Bolivia has been discovered.

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

August 1967 A deserter leads the Bolivian army to the guerrilla’s

main supply cache. Documents discovered lead to the arrest of

key urban contacts.
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October 8, 1967 After an entire guerrilla detachment is ambushed
and annihilated several weeks earlier, the remaining group
of 17 guerrillas is trapped by the Bolivian army and fight a
desperate battle in El Yuro ravine. Che Guevara is seriously
wounded and captured.

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

October 15, 1967 On Cuban television, Fidel Castro confirms news
of Che Guevara’s death and declares three days of official
mourning in Cuba. October 8 is designated the Day of the
Heroic Guerrilla. Three days later, Fidel delivers a memorial
speech for Che Guevara in Havana’s Revolution Plaza before

an audience of almost one million people.

Mid-March 1968 Microfilm of the pages of Che’s Bolivian diary

arrives in Cuba.

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

becomes an instant international bestseller.

July 1997 Almost 30 years after his murder, Che Guevara’s remains
and those of other guerrilla fighters are finally located in
Bolivia and returned to Cuba to be buried together in a new
memorial built in the central Cuban city of Santa Clara, where

Che led a famous military victory in the revolutionary war.



Introduction

“Let me say, at the risk of seeming ridiculous, that the true
revolutionary is guided by great feelings of love.”
Ernesto Che Guevara

Letters often reveal the innermost thoughts and emotions of a
writer, an intellectual or artist, or, in this case, a revolutionary,
who had both an outstanding intellect and a brilliant pen. Ernesto
Guevara de la Serna — or “Che” as the world came to know him
— was an inveterate letter writer and diarist throughout his short
but extraordinary life. His letters and diaries are those of a master
narrator, characterized by a brutal honesty, a remarkable lack of
ego, a razor-sharp wit, an iron will and a great capacity to express
his love and affection for his closest friends and family.

More than 80 percent of the letters in this selection of Che
Guevara’s correspondence has never been translated previously
and published in English. Beginning with the letters young Ernesto
penned in his early travels around Latin America as a medical
student, the reader can observe how he polished his unique
style over the years. And as Ernesto is transformed into “Che”
(a common way Argentines refer to themselves and are referred
to by others), a dedicated revolutionary and original political
thinker emerges from the wide-eyed young Argentine who set
out to discover Latin America. “Each one of us is the architect of
a new type of human being,” wrote Che years later, “for the new
society we seek to create,” and it is that process of becoming or
transformation that the reader can witness here in his letters.

Although he was never a student radical during his time at

university, by 1954 he is writing to his mother from Guatemala,
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saying: “the Americas will be the theater of my adventures in a
way that is much more significant than I could have imagined.
I think I have really come to understand it and I feel [Latin]
American, which means having a character distinct from all other
peoples on the earth.”

Always an uncompromising seeker of the truth, committed
only to what he described as “the sacred cause of the liberation
of humanity,” in one of his last letters to his young children, Che
advised them to “always be capable of feeling deeply any injustice
committed against anyone, anywhere in the world. This is the most
beautiful quality in a revolutionary.”

His final letters to his partner Aleida, his children and Fidel
Castro are both nostalgic and wistful, while also reiterating his
unwavering commitment to his ideals. “Many will call me an
adventurer,” Che wrote to his parents before leaving Cuba in
1966 on his fateful mission in Bolivia, “and that I am, only one of a
different sort: one who risks his neck to prove his truths.”

As Che’s daughter Aleida comments: “When you write a speech,
you pay attention to the language, the punctuation and so on. But in
a letter to a friend or a member of your family, you don’t worry about
those things. It is you speaking, in your authentic voice. That's what I
like about these letters; they show who Che really was. This is the true
political testimony of my father.”

A few of these letters are well known, but most have only now
been released from Che Guevara’s personal archive held at the
Che Guevara Studies Center in Havana, directed by his widow
Aleida March, and are published in English for the first time. This
selection, compiled chronologically, presents letters from different
moments of Che’s life, offering a new and intimate insight into
the motivation, emotions and actions of an extraordinary human
being. Living only 39 years, Che had an impact on our lives and

dreams as few have had in all of human history.









LETTERS FROM YOUTH
(1947-1956)

Introduction

A dedicated diarist from his youth, Ernesto candidly recorded his
thoughts and experiences in letters to friends and family and took
prodigious notes on the extensive reading program he set himself.
The first letters in this volume were written at the age of 18 when
Ernesto first leaves his family home in Buenos Aires. Having
graduated from high school at the end of 1946, he trains as a soil
technician and then goes to work with his school friend Tomas
Granado at the Department of Highways in the city of Villa Maria.

In January 1950, Ernesto uses the summer break in his medical
studies to explore 12 provinces of his native Argentina on a
motorized bicycle. He keeps a travel diary, in which he describes
much of the territory he travels through as arid and inhospitable,
where the population lives in poverty and isolation, in stark contrast
to the prosperity enjoyed by middle-class Argentine families like
his in the urban centers.

Before completing his medical degree, in December 1951,
Ernesto and his - compafiero Alberto Granado (Tomas’ brother)
undertake an extended trip through the continent of Latin
America, setting out on a vintage Norton motorcycle, “El Poderoso,
II” (Mighty One, the Second), which only makes it as far as Chile.
The travelers continued by hitchhiking to Peru, Colombia and

Venezuela, spending some time in a leper colony in the Amazon.
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After spending a month in Miami, Ernesto returns to Buenos
Aires on a cargo plane loaded with horses. These adventures are
portrayed in a posthumously published book and popular movie,
“The Motorcycle Diaries.”"

As a newly graduated doctor in 1953, Ernesto heads off on
yet another journey that takes him back through the Andes and
on to Central America, where he witnesses the aftermath of the
1952 Bolivian revolution and the 1954 CIA-backed overthrow of
the popularly elected government of Jacobo Arbenz in Guatemala.
These experiences profoundly influence the young Argentine’s
political world view.?

Up until the moment he is first introduced to Fidel Castro in
Mexico in 1955 by Cuban friends he had made in Guatemala,
Ernesto is still aiming for a successful career as a medical researcher
and dreaming of traveling to Europe where he plans to meet up
with his mother in Paris. His letters home still give the impression
that these are his goals, but in reality he has begun training with
the Cubans for the guerrilla expedition back to Cuba to combat a
military dictatorship that emerged from a coup in March 1952.

His correspondence during these years already displays an
inimitable style, an astute wit and wry sense of humor, a loyalty
to friends and a deep affection for his family, especially his mother
and maternal aunt Beatriz. What is most notable, however, is
young Ernesto’s intense quest to understand the world and a
readiness to call out injustice or barbarity whenever and wherever
he encounters it, foreshadowing his future revolutionary trajectory.

1 See Ernesto Che Guevara, The Motorcycle Diaries: Notes on a Latin American
Journey (Seven Stories Press, 2021).

2 See Ernesto Che Guevara, Latin America Diaries: The Sequel to The
Motorcycle Diaries (Seven Stories Press, 2021).
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To Father®
Villa Maria, January 21, 1947

My dearest Viejo [old man],*

I received the money you sent the other day and, without
a doubt, it arrived at just the right time. I didn’t respond to you
before because my situation was still up in the air.

They have silenced me and sent me to Villa Maria. What I like
about this is that I'll have to behave like a supervisor and I'll be able
to use the time to try to improve myself. For now, I have to work hard
because the previous laboratory technician was a first-rate bum. I'll
have to carry out trials that have accumulated and are equivalent to
10 kilometers of the project. However, after 10 days of work I hope
the situation will have improved a bit and that I'll have time to study.

I am waiting for news from Osvaldo Payer, who went to
Uruguay to ask about the programs. If I can do them free of charge
I'll stay all winter, as I have worked out that I can save between 80
and 100 pesos a month. My wage is 200 plus board, which means
that my costs are simply food and buying some books to distract
myself. My address is Vélez Sarsfield... Villa Maria.

I'm about 10 blocks from the center.

Chau and love from

Ernesto

3 Ernesto Guevara completed his secondary education in 1946 at the age of
18. He then trained as a soil technician and worked for a while with his
friend from high school, Tomés Granado, in the Department of Highways
in the city of Villa Maria, from where he wrote the following two letters.

4 This was the affectionate way Che addressed his parents.
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To Father
Villa Maria, [late] 1947

My dearest Viejo,

I can see that you are very worried about the issue with the
truck. The company wasn’t doing me any “favor,” I was doing
them a favor because it is their obligation to provide me with
a vehicle and peons that are up to the task, and I don’t think the
workforce is even remotely up to it.

As of now my main concern is food, because the company had
previously paid for this, and it seems to me a bit like a “bribe.” The
only thing left for me to do is to consult with the boss (who is a
first-rate bribe taker) and do what he says.

This famous Department of Highways has turned out to be little
more than a club of bribe takers.

The person in charge told me that, in 20 years, I have been the
only laboratory technician he had known who has not accepted the
food, and one of only two or three who didn’t take bribes.

You were worried that I would be too lenient on them, but in
fact I have made them dig up and compact a good chunk of the
road, and am now carrying out some of the postponed trials. If
these fail, they will have to dig 80 centimeters (deep) and compact
the road in three layers, meaning they will have a terrible job
ahead of them. (It seems to me that there is something suspicious
going on.)

Well, Viejo, hugs,

Ernesto
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To AMERIMEX?®
Buenos Aires, February 28, 1950

“Year of the Liberator General San Martin”

Manager

AMERIMEX SR.L.
Calle Reconquista. 575.
Cap. Fed. [Buenos Aires]

Dear Sirs,

I am sending you a “Micron” motor, which you represent,
with which I have traveled 4,000 kilometers through 12 Argentine
provinces. The motor worked perfectly during my extensive trip
and it was only at the end that I realized it had lost pressure, which
is why I am sending it to you for repairs.

Yours sincerely,

Ernesto Guevara Serna

5  This letter was written after Ernesto’s extensive trip around Argentina
in the summer of 1950 on a motorized bicycle. It was published in the
magazine El Grifico, as publicity for the Argentine company AMERIMEX,
which sold Micron motors.
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