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‘Quítate de la acera
mira que te tumbo
que aquí viene el Che Guevara
acabando con el mundo.’

‘Stop hanging around on the sidelines
And be careful not to fall
Because here comes Che Guevara
On his way to change the world.’
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Introduction

His name, as it appeared in his first passport, was Ernesto Guevara de la Serna. He was known at different times as Teté, Fúser, Tatu, Fernando or Ramón. He received an official Cuban passport when a decree declared him ‘a Cuban citizen by birth’ in 1959 – an unusual tribute to his role in the Cuban Revolution – though he renounced it when he went off to fight in the Congo. From then on, he possessed several false passports with assumed names such as Adolfo Mena-González: a businessman from Uruguay, whose identity he used to enter Bolivia for what was to be his final campaign.

The world knows him as Che. The nickname was given to him by his comrades-in-arms in Mexico, when they were training for the invasion of Cuba in 1955 – and he loved it. ‘For me’, he said, ‘Che represents the most essential, the most loved aspect of my own life. How could I not like it? The first and second names of a person are small things, personal, insignificant. In contrast, I like it very much when people call me Che.’

At the time, ‘Che’ was widely used in Latin America to refer to Argentines. It is an allusion to an interjection with which we pepper our conversation. It has now been definitively hijacked by Guevara, but it reminds us of one crucial and often ignored aspect of his life: he was an Argentine.

I, too, am an Argentine, born in 1938 (which makes me ten years younger than Ernesto) into a family from the same social milieu, with Spanish ancestry traceable to similarly unsavoury servants of the crown and empire. We were marked by the same background and political events: Perón and Eva; de facto pro-Nazi military presidents; an economy directed by the UK; an intellectual life heavily influenced by French thinkers, ever since our founding fathers looked to the encyclopaedists and Jean-Jacques Rousseau in drafting our constitution and laws; the all-pervading right-wing Roman Catholic church; the Spanish republican exiles; the crude onslaught on our culture by the dominating economic power of the USA.

So perhaps it is natural that I have always been fascinated by the story of Che Guevara. Like most Argentines, I followed his meteoric career throughout his extraordinary short life. I remember vividly the stir it caused in Buenos Aires, in 1957–8, when the newspapers started mentioning the Argentine doctor who had become a comandante in the Cuban Revolution. A young man with hardly any training was leading his troops in one victory after another across the island of Cuba, not many years after he had been declared unfit for military service by the Argentine army.

It was around the same time that those of us who had fluent English or French used to make our way to the dressing rooms of the artists performing at the Gran Rex or Cine Opera on Corrientes Avenue and introduce ourselves, offering to show them the city, take them out and entertain them. On one occasion we found ourselves escorting Ella Fitzgerald to a small, dark, smoky basement bar in downtown Buenos Aires where we knew the pianist was good and she would not be mobbed by autograph hunters. The visiting performers often felt sufficiently at home to grab a microphone and delight us with a private recital. Phrases like con swing (with swing) or una total falta de swing (a total lack of swing) became part of our local jargon. To swing like Ella meant you were in; anyone ‘incapable of swing’ had something seriously wrong with them.

It wasn’t all about musical ability. Though he was tone deaf, Che Guevara was the epitome of swing. He had allure, charisma and nonchalance, and he could lead a guerrilla army with such panache that he made it look effortless. We were all head over heels in love with him. The same applied to his comrade-in-arms, Camilo Cienfuegos, with his wide-brimmed hat, skinny body and flowing beard. I distinctly recall the arrival of a friend who generally took himself rather seriously at our building in Buenos Aires, on New Year’s Eve 1959. He danced a kind of gauche samba down the corridor, singing ‘los barbudos bajaron de la Sierra’ (the bearded ones came down from the mountains), as news bulletins informed us that Cienfuegos had marched on Havana and was at Camp Columbia Barracks. He was soon followed by Che and his men, who were in Santa Clara, poised to descend on the Cuban capital and take the fortress of La Cabaña.

Though I was unaware of it then, a number of people within my social circle were to play significant roles within Guevara’s life and afterlife. I remember an evening in 1961, for example, when a group of us were going out to dinner at La Cabaña, one of Buenos Aires’ famous beef restaurants. Horacio Rodríguez-Larreta, a friend who worked as an adviser to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was due to come along. As we were leaving the apartment where we had gathered for drinks, Horacio rang to say he had been summoned by the president to his residence on the outskirts of Buenos Aires and would join us later. When he eventually turned up at the smart restaurant, I noticed that his shoes were covered in mud. Horacio was a dapper dresser, one of the most elegant men in the city. I laughed and asked if he had been to see the president in those shoes. He said the president had invited him to chat outdoors, walking in the vast gardens where the sprinklers had just been turned off, perhaps because he thought that his residence was bugged by the military intelligence service.

Many years later, when I interviewed Horacio for a documentary about Che I was planning with Pepe González-Aguilar, I discovered that the president had summoned him because he wanted to know, in detail, what had been discussed by Guevara and Richard Goodwin, Kennedy’s envoy to the Punta del Este Conference in August 1961. Horacio, who was a linguist, had been their interpreter.

Another link came through former members of the French Resistance, who had taken up residence in Buenos Aires after Paris came under German occupation. Musicians inspired by Django Reinhardt also made their way to our city, formed groups and played with great success. There were tea rooms in the centre of town where you could listen to jazz in the afternoon and evening. Tatave Moulin, who had been in the Resistance, had a small restaurant just behind Harrods (a store identical to the one in London) where people gathered to hear him sing, play the accordion and enjoy his wonderful home-made French food. He and his friend, the actor Maurice Jouvé, hogged all the roles requiring a foreign accent in Argentine films and television and were always charming, friendly and a joy to be with. They made you think they did not have a care in the world. We did not know that their extracurricular activities in the 1960s included assisting such local left-wing organisations as Che Guevara’s failed guerrilla movement in Salta, northern Argentina, led by Jorge Ricardo Masetti.

By 1961, when we were in our early twenties, I was in charge of continuity on several short films directed by Rodolfo Kuhn, a close friend who had returned from film school in the USA and had managed to put together a small budget to produce his first feature. To save money on locations, he was shooting some scenes in the apartment I shared with my sisters.

One evening the assistant director, Pepe González-Aguilar, was late. When he turned up we all upbraided him. We did not want the neighbours to complain about the people and equipment entering and leaving the building after midnight. Pepe explained that he had dropped in on the Guevaras, who lived a few blocks away. They had received a phone call from Ernestito (as Che was known to his family) in Havana, so everyone had queued up to speak to him. By now he was probably the most famous man on the continent. It was highly unusual for someone we knew to be in the international news almost every day, behaving in such an iconoclastic way and being so irreverent towards the USA.

A couple of years later, in 1963, I was a rookie journalist with Radio Municipal of Buenos Aires, part of the state-owned National Broadcasting System of Argentina. Because I had had an English education, I was in charge of writing, producing and presenting a weekly programme called the Spanish equivalent of ‘The Life and Music of Great Britain and the Nations of the Commonwealth’. There was an atmosphere of excitement and expectation in the corridors of the radio station (then housed in the basement of the Teatro Colón, the huge opera house in Buenos Aires). We were at the centre of literary and political debate, and the most prominent writers and artists were constantly arriving to be interviewed. Jorge Luis Borges, who had a five-minute programme straight after mine, stood listening from the technician’s booth until my theme song came on air.

It was there that I often ran into Albino Gómez, a career diplomat who was also a journalist. During one of the short periods of democracy in the 1960s Albino Gómez had been one of President Frondizi’s close aides – and the man responsible for dealing with Che Guevara’s secret visit to Argentina in 1961. Another political journalist who was often at the radio station was Tomás Eloy Martínez. He was writing for Primera Plana, a weekly magazine that carried the story of Guevara from his arrival on the scene in Cuba to his death in Bolivia. Tomás went on to become a much-lauded novelist who wrote extensively about the phenomenon of Peronism in Argentina. He also became the champion of Ciro Bustos, the man unjustly blamed for betraying Che Guevara in Bolivia who suffered years of ostracism and rejection for a crime he did not commit. Though I moved to London in 1968, these two writers remained firm friends.

Che Guevara kept touching my life in unexpected ways. In December 1987, I went to Havana to attend a film festival. Rodolfo Kuhn had died suddenly in Mexico and was being honoured for his documentary about the relatives of the ‘disappeared’ of Argentina, the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo. (These were a large group of women, some of the mothers of the many women and men who ‘disappeared’ during the Dirty War of 1976–83, who used to gather every Thursday in the Plaza de Mayo in front of Government House, wearing white scarves, to protest to whoever was in power. Their action took some guts.)

When the London contingent turned into the driveway of the legendary Hotel Nacional, we were confronted by a huge hoarding which covered the whole façade. This depicted Kuhn as well as various notable guests. I was deeply moved. Che Guevara looked down on us from the hoarding too. It was twenty years since his death and yet he was still everywhere. The man had turned into an island in the Caribbean. He had become the spirit of Cuba.

At five thirty in the morning, I was woken by men drilling holes in the road outside the hotel, repairing pipes. When I complained about the noise, the concierge simply said the men had to start early as they were doing voluntary work before going to their regular jobs. They were members of the Che Guevara Voluntary Brigades.

One day, out shopping in downtown Havana, I got drenched by a sudden shower. A battered old Dodge taxi stopped and asked me where I was going. I knew he was not allowed to pick up foreigners, for whom there are special taxis, but when he heard my accent the driver said, ‘If Che could risk his life for us, I can risk a fine for you. Jump in.’

It was a strange feeling for an Argentine to see another Argentine so deeply embedded in Cuba’s psyche. At first I thought it was only in Havana – the festival included many documentaries about him – but as I left the city, I realised it was a national celebration. One evening I travelled to Matanzas with the Brazilian delegation to the festival. During the two-hour journey I started feeling dizzy. When we arrived, I decided to stay in the bus and relax since I had already seen the film, but the driver was concerned for me and insisted I should visit the outpatient department of a hospital which was just across the road. The doctor on duty was a young woman. As soon as I opened my mouth she grinned and said, ‘And what is the Argentine compañera’s problem?’ She had recognised my accent. I told her. She put aside the book she was reading and wrote me a prescription. Then she pointed to her book and said, ‘He had that accent as well.’ It was Che Guevara’s Reminiscences of the Cuban Revolutionary War.

During the same trip a documentarist asked me to help him research Santería, a local religion which is an amalgam of Catholicism and the Yoruba faith African slaves brought with them. We were talking to an Afro-Cuban who was showing us the altar in his home. To my amazement, there, amidst the figures of Yemanyá, Oshún and Oxalá, was Che Guevara. There was no dissuading this old black peasant: Guevara, according to him, was black and Cuban, and had joined the pantheon of Santería’s gods because of his sacrifices for his fellow men. Although he could not stand adulation, this was the sort of accolade I suspect Che would have relished, since it transcended the race, social class, background and nationality into which he was born. I had never come across a whole nation (albeit a tiny one) so totally in love with their hero, but that is how it felt. It was infectious and moving.

I returned home to Buenos Aires in late 1989, after twenty-five years abroad. I was to travel to northern Argentina to work on an Argentine-British co-production. Before leaving, I dropped in on Juan Martín Guevara, Che’s youngest brother, at Nuestra América, the huge bookshop, depot and agency for Latin American books, Havana cigars and Cuban rum that he ran. A democratic government had been installed and Juan Martín had just been released from jail, where he had served eight years of a twelve-year sentence for revolutionary activities and had contracted chronic viral hepatitis. I told him I intended to go to Bolivia and follow the route of Che’s guerrillas in 1967. Juan Martín lent me a book, De Ñacahuasú a La Higuera, by Adys Cupull and Froilán González, a couple of historians who had done exactly that when posted to the Cuban embassy in Bolivia. I was going to visit the places where Che and his men had seen action and interview the Bolivian generals who had been instrumental in his downfall, as well as the inhabitants of the villages who witnessed the events at the time. Long before Bolivia had discovered Che’s potential as a tourist attraction, I would be following his route from Ñacahuasú to Vallegrande.

Towards the end of my journey, I went to La Higuera, the village where the guerrillas were taken as prisoners in 1967. I stood in the middle of the dirt track that passes for a road outside the telegraphist’s house, which Guevara mentions in his diary. A woman came out of the house and walked towards me. She turned out to be the telegraphist’s daughter. When I mentioned I had come to see the place where Guevara died, she said she had been there, aged nineteen at the time. Then she cast a look around her and said, ‘Look at us. Nothing has changed since then. El Comandante came too soon. We were ignorant and did not understand him. We abandoned him and he died because of us, when he had come to save us so that we could have a better life, and here we are, just as we were before he came or maybe even worse.’ I was struck by her words.

When I returned to Buenos Aires several weeks later my sister Celia handed me a large cardboard box which had seen better days. She had collected articles about Che and hidden the box. ‘Since you are so interested’, she said. She had also hung a photograph of Che in my room.

‘Where did that appear from?’ I asked.

‘We all had his picture’, she said.

‘I never knew you were a leftie’, I said, bemused.

‘You don’t understand’, she replied. ‘His death touched us all. He transcended ideology. Che’, my sister explained, ‘stood up for his continent against immense odds. He was one of us. We could identify with him. He had rejected privilege and power. And when he went to his death, he possessed nothing. Like Gandhi. Like Christ.

‘You don’t know what went on here all these years’, she said. ‘On the surface, we all pretended everything was okay because we were terrified. People got killed because they appeared in the address book of someone the police suspected of left-wing activities. Life under Isabel Perón and her witch doctor minister López-Rega was so awful that we all cheered when the military ousted them. [López-Rega had created a paramilitary force called Alianza Anticomunista Argentina (AAA or Triple A) which persecuted and terrorised everybody who dared to disagree with them.] We did not know that what came afterwards would be just as terrible. Thirty thousand people were “disappeared”.’

This is an account of Guevara’s life written by a Latin American, a native of Buenos Aires and a woman. I hope to give a sense of why it is that, more than forty years on, his angry and determined image on a black and red banner is still seen at the head of demos everywhere from Buenos Aires to Berlin to Kathmandu. I want to put him back in his Latin American context and convey what that means to readers in Europe, North America and the rest of the world. I will explain why he is admired by those who knew him intimately – and also far more widely, right across the political spectrum in Latin America – for his integrity, his courage and charisma, his commitment to the poor and hostility to the United States. This feeling is shared by many people who are totally out of sympathy with revolutionary violence, his economic doctrines and other political beliefs.

I have looked at the published material on Che in four languages and have tried to assemble, examine and assess the conflicting evidence as carefully as possible, but this is also a personal, insider’s book. It draws on a background which allows me to see things other biographers have missed or failed to understand. The country I describe in the early chapters is the one I knew as a child and adolescent, when I was growing up in the Barrio Norte of downtown Buenos Aires, only a few blocks from Che’s family home. We went to the same places (I often watched the rugby team he played for in San Isidro – in fact it was on these playing fields that he earned the nickname Fúser, which is a contraction of Furibundo Guevara de la Serna – Furious Guevara de la Serna – as players would say ‘here comes Fúser’ when they saw him approaching at breakneck speed and throwing himself into the melee with gusto. His tackles were notably fierce) and knew many of the same people. Perhaps even more crucially, we spoke the same language.

Argentine Spanish is full of colloquialisms brought by the different nationalities invited to immigrate before and after the Second World War. By incorporating all these into its lyrics, the tango helped forge a language, lunfardo, that is only spoken and understood by those who grew up in Argentina. Many wonder why those of us who are tone deaf, like Guevara and myself, know such lyrics by heart, failing to realise that they are part of our collective psyche as the language of our capital city. Buenos Aires is a port on the widest river in the world, open to newcomers of all races and persuasions, and this language often expresses how we porteños feel better than the expressions in traditional Spanish that came with the conquistadores.

A nice example of his porteño irony appears in Che’s diary of his Bolivian campaign. Like several of his other published works, this consists of notes he was writing to himself as an aide-memoire to form the basis of a book. He never had the opportunity to revise it, since he was dead twenty-four hours after it was taken from him. The tone is notably confidential and informal, revealing the person rather than the public persona. At one point, though they had only a couple of mules and horses, Che describes how he ‘spurred on the cavalry’.

Since few of those who have written about him have been natives of Buenos Aires, they have often been unaware of our linguistic nuances and distinctive tone. When he is visiting the Inca ruins in Cuzco on which the conquistadores built their churches, he says, in Back on the Road, that he has a matete in his head, an Argentine colloquialism for a muddle. Yet someone translated it as ‘motet’, a mistake that successive biographers have adopted unthinkingly. One Italian text even has him consuming vast amounts of marihuana (hierba in Spanish), when he was actually drinking maté (yerba mate in Spanish), an infusion which is Argentina’s staple drink, made from the leaves of Ilex paraguariensis; it is similar to green tea.

The black beret which Che chose to wear in the Sierra as part of his uniform and persona has now become a generic symbol of rebellion, modishly worn by pop stars and even, in cartoons, by Princess Diana. Yet within the Argentine context it has a far more specific meaning, since it arrived with the Basque immigrants from Spain and is the trademark of the peons or lowly hired hands in the rural establishments of his childhood.

When his earlier biographers wanted to explore Che’s origins they had to start by interviewing his family, friends and those who knew him well. Half the population of Argentina had something to say about him, and dozens of would-be experts crept out of the woodwork. Guevara, it seemed, grew up simultaneously in different towns, dated girls who weren’t even born when he left the country for good and performed many other equally impossible feats.

Many of those close to him felt they had been misrepresented by writers unsympathetic to Che’s politics and refused to grant any more interviews. When I embarked on this project, I had the advantage of already knowing some of the people he grew up with. Speaking Spanish with a marked Buenos Aires accent perhaps made people who didn’t know me accept that I was not a total outsider. I was researching Che because he is part of my heritage, the history of my whole continent.

My background and experience have also allowed me to address some of the more persistent myths that have grown up around Che in the decades after his death: claims that he was a member of the aristocracy or a serial womaniser; that he killed women and children and held mock executions when he was the comandante of the fortress of La Cabaña; that he had limited guerrilla skills; that there was a rivalry between him and Castro which forced him to leave Cuba; that Castro effectively killed him by abandoning him in Bolivia; that he went to Bolivia because he was a desperate man who had run out of options.

Finally, because I am a woman, I feel no need to compete with Che in the macho stakes or to cut him down to size. Many of the men who have written about him seem compelled to attack him, as if the mere fact that he once existed casts a doubt on their masculinity. How can they not notice that he was made of sterner stuff than them, as they see how he dragged his asthma uncomplainingly across various theatres of war, was a prolific writer, never stopped learning, was revered by his comrades, had boundless energy and faith in the future of his ideas? In Cuba to this day there are men who will tell you how hurt they still feel that he did not pick them to go with him to Bolivia, even knowing now that it would have meant almost certain death.

The exact nature and value of Guevara’s legacy remain disputed, whether we locate it in the Cuban Revolution, a vision for the continent now emerging with the ascent to power of socialists in Bolivia, Uruguay, Ecuador, Venezuela and Brazil, or even his dream of a United States of Latin America. Yet he is undoubtedly one of the most remarkable figures of the twentieth century and a continuing inspiration for many in the twenty-first.
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ONE (1928–1930)
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Che was born Ernesto Guevara de la Serna in the port city of Rosario, in the province of Santa Fé in Argentina. His date of birth was probably 14th June 1928. Some of his biographers mention a different date even though the photograph of his birth certificate has appeared in various publications. One went so far as to state that the birth certificate was falsified to conceal the fact that the Guevaras had only been married for seven months when their first child was born. Anyone who knew them would also know that sort of detail did not concern them. The Guevaras were never interested in conventional behaviour or in any of the taboos of the social class into which they had been born. In fact, according to Roberto Guevara de la Serna, one of Ernesto’s siblings, the date change was merely an act of vindictiveness on the part of a journalist who was excluded from Mrs Guevara’s intimate circle during her final days in a Buenos Aires clinic in 1965, when she was dying from breast cancer. Unfortunately, the journalist’s date, 14th May 1928, has now been perpetuated in most of the ensuing biographies.

So, will we ever know Ernesto’s actual date of birth? I am inclined to believe that the date on the birth certificate is the correct one. Does it really matter? Only if you believe in horoscopes and astral charts. In any case, Ernesto was somebody who set his own agenda right from the start; he was in a hurry to be born and so Rosario it was, whatever the date.

The city of Rosario, the second largest port in the country, had a population of around 300,000 at the time of Ernesto’s birth. Because Argentina then exported grain, leather and beef and imported manufactured goods, Rosario was a busy hub. The various products did not travel in containers or by plane, but were shipped in the holds of cargo vessels to and from Europe, the United States and the Far East.

Rosario has belatedly decided to claim Ernesto Che Guevara as its son and to honour him with a huge statue made of bronze keys, donated by thousands of guevaristas to the sculptor Andrés Zerneri. It was inaugurated on 14th June 2008, the day he would have turned eighty. Ernesto Che Guevara has come a long way in the country of his birth, from having his works banned for decades by successive military governments to being honoured with a four-metre-high statue, as well as a postage stamp. However, Ernesto’s birth in Rosario was totally accidental. The family did not have any link to the city at the time. Even now, the only connection is the fact that Ernesto’s youngest brother, Juan Martín, was captured there when he was a guerrilla member of the Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo (People’s Revolutionary Army), fighting against the self-appointed military government of General Jorge Rafael Videla: this was the man responsible for the Dirty War, which lasted from 1976 to 1983 and which ‘disappeared’ 30,000 Argentines suspected of having left-wing leanings.

[image: Image]

Statue of Che made with bronze keys donated to the sculptor, inaugurated on 14th June 2008

Ernesto Guevara-Lynch and his wife Celia de la Serna both came originally from Buenos Aires, the capital city of Argentina, where their families still lived. In 1928, the Guevaras were living at their yerba mate plantation in Puerto Caraguatay in the territory of Misiones. They were travelling to Buenos Aires down the Paraná river for the birth of their first child when Celia went into labour prematurely and they were forced to make a halt. Rosario is halfway between Misiones and Buenos Aires and in those days, it used to take up to a week to get to the capital.

Members of both their families came to celebrate the birth of Ernestito, as he would be called well into adulthood, in order to avoid confusion with his father, who was also called Ernesto. More than thirty years later, when Ernesto’s parents arrived in Havana after the triumph of the Cuban Revolution, Camilo Cienfuegos, Ernesto’s fellow guerrilla comandante and closest friend, could not control himself and collapsed in fits of laughter on hearing Ernesto’s parents address him as Ernestito. The legendary Comandante Guevara, the scourge of the Sierra Maestra, the strategist of the defining victory of Santa Clara which sent the dreaded dictator Fulgencio Batista packing, was addressed by his parents using the diminutive form of his name, as if he were a mere child.

Ernestito spent the first two years of his life in Puerto Caraguatay, on his parents’ plantation on the banks of the Paraná river. The jungles of Paraguay were visible across the water, as the river is the frontier between the two countries. Guevara Senior, who was a master builder and had studied architecture for a couple of years, built his family a house which they referred to as la calesita, or the merry-go-round; although the house itself was square, the poles supporting its overhanging roof did make it look rather like a merry-go-round. The house had pillars, wall panels and a roof all made of timber, but no joinery or ordinary nails: it was held together by galvanised iron beams. The secret of the design was that the stresses were evenly distributed. Nevertheless, Guevara Senior was amazed when the house was able to withstand a hurricane, which lasted several hours and uprooted many ancient trees in the surrounding forest.
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Guevara de la Serna family home in Puerto Caraguatay, Misiones, 1928

The population of Argentina when Ernestito was growing up was approximately 12 million (the 1914 census gave it as 8,612,000; the following census, in 1947, as 15,894,000). Most of those with Spanish surnames had been there since before Argentina became a republic. It was the parents of the great-grandparents of Ernesto’s generation who brought about independence from the Spanish, so that our recent history – and all Argentine history is recent – had been made by men and women whose surnames were still current in Argentina. Children studying at school felt a real sense of belonging when the exploits of their forefathers were described in class.

Many of the founding families of Argentina originally came from the Basque region of Spain, and Guevara is a Basque surname. They grew rich because they owned fertile land and reared livestock, and they were known as the oligarquía vacuna, or cattle oligarchy. At best, Argentina became a country of highly educated people – there are five Argentine Nobel laureates – as well as of immense rural establishments, which grew wheat and reared livestock.

Biographers have often said that the Guevaras were members of the aristocracy. Those who make this assertion fail to understand the social structure of Argentina. For criollos (those born on American soil of Spanish stock), the citizens of a nation that is scarcely two hundred years old, the connotation of the word aristocracy is entirely different from its meaning for Europeans. It is almost pejorative, because our forefathers had chosen not to have an aristocracy: in 1813, in the preamble to the new constitution drawn up after we obtained independence from the Spanish crown, the Asamblea General Constituyente declared all men were born equal. As well as this, the ousted representatives of the Spanish crown were often both titled and corrupt and this had left the criollos with a bitter aftertaste.

The Guevaras were landed gentry of Spanish and Irish stock and the de la Sernas were landed gentry of Spanish ancestry. If Guevara Senior boasted that Viceroy Peralta of Peru was one of Ernesto’s ancestors it was to emphasise the fact that his son came from a privileged background – he was white, had been given an education and always had enough to eat – and therefore had not become a revolutionary out of self-interest.

Ernesto’s parents belonged to the enlightened Argentine bourgeoisie. They would have been appalled at being described as aristocrats. As their families grew larger, their original fortunes were shared out with an evergrowing number of siblings in each generation. Ernesto Guevara Senior had always needed to earn a living, something he tried to do with varying degrees of success. He and his wife had the values of an educated class, and their four eldest children all went to university and graduated. Ernesto was a doctor, Celia is an architect, Roberto a lawyer, and Ana María, now deceased, was an architect as well.

The more enlightened criollos, such as the Guevaras, did not perceive themselves as Europeans and regarded the aboriginal tribes that populated the continent before the arrival of the Spanish as paisanos, their fellow Americans. One such man in Argentina’s past was José de San Martín, the country’s foremost general who liberated his own people from the Spanish in the 1810s. After obtaining permission from the Pehuenche tribe to ride through their territory, he then crossed the Andes on horseback at the head of three armies – that of his fellow Argentines, one formed by Chilean and one by Peruvian patriots – to liberate both Chile and Peru as well. Meanwhile, Simón Bolívar, another criollo, was advancing southward from the top of the continent, liberating the regions that were to become the countries of Venezuela, Colombia and Ecuador.

In a General Order to his army on 27th July 1819, San Martín referred to the Indians as paisanos, or our countrymen. His rousing words were: ‘Compañeros of the Army of the Andes, we will have to wage war as best we can; even if we do not have money, there will be meat and some tobacco. When we run out of clothes, we will dress in the cloth that our women weave for us; otherwise we will go around naked like our countrymen the Indians. Let us be free and the rest does not matter at all … Compañeros, let us swear that we will not lay down our arms until we see our country totally liberated or die like men of courage.’ San Martín, who had been educated in Spain, was an officer and a gentleman. Going in to battle naked would not have been the natural thing for him to do; however, his words are proof of the importance those born on American soil, whether aborigines or criollos, attached to being free from European dominance.

But most members of the oligarquía vacuna were no more humane than their colonial masters had been when it came to the treatment of the aboriginal population. The new Argentine ruling class had divided the land taken from the Spanish among themselves. They left the majority of the inhabitants – not only the Indians but those of mixed blood such as the gauchos (who made up the majority of the rural population and worked as hired hands on horseback for the landowners), as well as members of the lower echelons of society such as artisans, soldiers, labourers, farmers and peons – merely to survive in utter poverty. This is doubly immoral when one considers the wealth of the land to which they had helped themselves. Successive governments, always formed by members of the new white oligarchy, considered it their right to continue to dispossess their fellow Argentines by means of laws that enshrined their privileges and benefited them and their clansmen only.

Argentina’s population is mainly made up of white folk. It seems that the Spanish who conquered the region, which was known as the Provincias Unidas del Sur (United Southern Provinces) during their rule, were particularly brutal. They were also the carriers of such European diseases as smallpox, cholera and tuberculosis. These plagues were new to the Americas and the native population had no antibodies to them. There are still pockets of Indian tribes throughout Argentina, but in the rest of Latin America the local aboriginal tribes seem to have fared slightly better, as young Guevara was to discover during his travels. Unlike Argentina, most of Hispanic South and Central America has populations mainly of indigenous origin. I say they fared ‘slightly better’ in that they were still alive; but theirs was a miserable, deprived existence, no better than that of slaves, although officially the status was not applied to them – as it was to the Brazilian population of African origin, who had been transported there expressly as slaves by the Portuguese who ruled that part of the Americas.

It must be said, however, that recent research seems to indicate that Argentines are not as ethnically white as many would like to think. Argentine historian Ricardo Herren, in his La Conquista Erótica de las Indias (The Erotic Conquest of the Indies), informs us that, when the Spanish conquistadores arrived in Latin America without their women, they indulged in carnal knowledge of the local Indian female population, thus producing the first ‘mestizos’ or people born in America of mixed Spanish and aboriginal parentage. In recent years, the DNA centre in Buenos Aires has been put in charge of matching the children of the ‘disappeared’ with their relatives, some of whom are still alive and hoping to be reunited with them. The findings of the centre show that as many as 56 per cent of the samples analysed have some indigenous blood.

Ernestito’s father once said rather grandly that the blood of his Irish ancestors, who had been rebels and patriots, ran through his son’s veins. Both the Guevaras and the Lynches were established Argentine families who had taken the road of self-imposed exile in the early nineteenth century, during the violent and tyrannical dictatorship of Juan Manuel de Rosas (1829–32; 1835–52). He ran a reign of terror until he was finally deposed and exiled to Britain. Anyone who refused to join his militias was his enemy. Francisco Lynch refused and left with his family for Uruguay. From there he travelled north until he reached California and settled in San Francisco.

Juan Antonio Guevara also left Argentina because of his political ideas. As he was from the province of Mendoza, which lies at the foot of the Andes, he crossed the cordillera and lived in Chile for a while. Later he joined forces with his brothers and a group of friends from Argentina to travel to California, where the discovery of large gold fields in 1849 attracted men from all over the world.

Francisco Lynch and Juan Antonio Guevara were Ernesto Guevara-Lynch’s grandparents. Their offspring, Ana Lynch and Roberto Guevara, who had been born in the United States, returned to Argentina and eventually got married. They had twelve children, one of whom was Ernesto Guevara-Lynch, father of Ernesto Che Guevara de la Serna who could so easily have been a citizen of the United States of America.

Ernestito’s mother was no less notable in her ancestry. Celia de la Serna y de la Llosa was the youngest child of Edelmira de la Llosa and Juan Martín de la Serna, descendants of two of the most patrician Argentine families of Spanish origin. Juan Martín de la Serna had inherited a vast fortune in the shape of several country establishments or ranches, known in Argentina as estancias, which he managed using modern farming methods. He was an intelligent man who had become a lawyer at twenty-two and was a professor in the Faculty of Law of the University of Buenos Aires. He died when Celia was not yet two years old, and his wife died when Celia was seven. Celia’s eldest sister, Carmen, took over the running of the household when their mother died.

Celia had been educated by the nuns of the Sacred Heart and grew up as a devout Roman Catholic; it was thought she might even become a nun herself. Initially in favour of self-flagellation and mortification of the flesh, she soon realised she did not have a vocation and that the nuns’ real interest in receiving her into the church was that she would come with a substantial dowry.

Her eldest sister Carmen, who would marry the communist poet Cayetano Córdoba-Iturburu, became a surrogate mother to Celia after the death of their parents. The Córdoba-Iturburus were undoubtedly an important influence during Celia’s youth. Ernesto Guevara Senior was already a convinced socialist when Celia married him, and she would become one with the passage of time. She picked up some of her political knowledge from her husband originally but, as her son’s meteoric career developed, she became an avid student of socialism, political reform and the means to create a more egalitarian society.

Celia met Guevara Senior through the Echagües, a family to whom he was very close, and for a time they were just friends. When Celia wanted to get married and collect her inheritance she was not allowed to do so because she was underage: in Argentina at the time, the age of majority was twenty-two. To force a decision, she ran away from home and went to stay with her other sister, Edelmira, who was married to Ernesto Moore. Edelmira arranged for Guevara Senior and Celia to be married in a private ceremony, to which the sisters’ brother Jorge was the only member of the de la Serna clan invited. Afterwards, off the couple went to their maté plantation at Puerto Caraguatay in Misiones.

Misiones was not a province when the Guevaras lived there, but one of several ‘territories’ which would eventually be elevated to provinces by the national government in Buenos Aires. It was a wild, unknown area. Guevara Senior tells us, in his memoir The Young Che, that he bought the land with an inheritance he received from his father. I see no reason to disbelieve him, although some biographers claim he used his wife’s money for it.

It was not uncommon in Argentina for people to pool their resources when they got married. Couples needed more than one source of income to support themselves, since income from the land was largely dependent on external factors such as climate, plagues, locusts, insects and, in the case of livestock, diseases such as foot-and-mouth, which Argentine cattle farmers are struggling to eradicate to this day. However, Celia was a minor and an orphan when she and Guevara Senior married, although she did later inherit arable land and livestock as well as an income in bonds.

Misiones was an idyllic place. According to Guevara Senior, the naturalists Friedrich von Humboldt and Aimé Bonpland, who arrived in the area in the 1850s, to carry out explorations, were so captivated by their surroundings that they were unable to leave, and stayed on for years, as if bewitched. Others who wrote eloquently about their fascination with the region included Félix de Azara, who had been sent there by the Spanish crown to settle a border dispute between the colonies either side of the river; Martin de Moussy, a French scientist who was employed by the Argentine authorities to carry out geographical studies and who explored the Uruguay and Paraná rivers; and Moisés Bertoni, a Swiss scientist who lived in Misiones and Paraguay, carrying out studies in agriculture, botany, zoology and meteorology. Their works were read all over Europe.

Everything in Misiones is larger than life. The jungle is impenetrable, and the trees so enormous that sunlight cannot get through, making the forests dark, humid and mysterious. There are animals which are found nowhere else, such as the yaguareté, a jaguar capable of splitting open a bull; the onza, a cross between a cat and a panther; and the yacaré, which is a giant alligator. The vegetation indigenous to the region includes the lapachos, huge trees whose timber is used in the construction industry, and the tacuaras and tacuarembós, species of very strong reeds found on the banks of the rivers of northern Argentina which are used to make furniture. The native Indians used the tacuaras to make their spears when fighting the advancing colonising armies. In turn, those armies would themselves learn to use the tacuaras as spears.

When Ernesto Moore and his wife Edelmira de la Serna de Moore came to Puerto Caraguatay with their two sons on a visit, they too were seduced by the place and stayed for months. Ernestito and his cousins, who were approximately the same age, thoroughly enjoyed themselves playing outdoors and were often taken for rides through the forest by the new addition to the family, Carmen Arias – a Galician woman who had come to help with the housework and to look after Ernestito. She stayed with the family until she got married eight years later but remained close to them always. Guevara Senior tells us how, when he was out inspecting his maté plantation, he could hear the children shrieking with laughter as they drove past at full speed in their buggy pulled by a couple of mules, with Carmen singing to them at the top of her voice.

They were happy years, although it was not an easy life. According to Guevara Senior, the insects found in the area can be lethal to humans, who must learn to identify them and treat their skin when it has come into contact with them. The mbarigui, gnats and uras are tiny insects that are barely visible and yet can cause enormous damage: they can pass through a mosquito net and arrive by the hundreds. The pique is almost too small to be seen and lives between the floorboards of houses until it can crawl under the toenails of someone walking barefoot. If it has been fertilised, it will explode into thousands of new piques that make galleries under the skin, causing enormous pain as well as infections.

The foreman in Guevara Senior’s plantation was an expert at removing piques from the toenails of small children when they were asleep and did so by applying heat to them with his cigarette. Once the insects had surfaced, he removed them with a gold pin. Ernestito was frequently subjected to this cure and so successfully that he never woke up while the operation was taking place. And then, of course, there were the malaria-carrying mosquitoes as well …

Misiones may have been a wonderful place for a child to grow up, surrounded by nature and enjoying the freedom of the outdoors, but it was also quite unusual for a privileged family, which had been accustomed to the comforts of city life, to choose to live there. In fact, Celia and Ernesto Guevara were a rather eccentric couple and others may have considered them a bit mad, but they were also very lovable and warm-hearted. When they were first married, the Guevaras were described by their friends and acquaintances as chaotic, restless and incredibly generous. Those who worked for them were always treated like family.

Many years later, after Ernestito’s nanny, Carmen, had left their employment to get married, she learnt that the Guevaras were in financial distress, something that Celia had mentioned en passant in a letter to her. Just before Christmas, the Guevara children received a huge hamper full of chocolates and various kinds of sweets, fruit and jam from Carmen and her husband. In a letter to their parents, she said they had wanted to offer the little ones she loved so much some of the things children should have for Christmas.
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