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Guerrilla Watershed

The blood of the people is our most sacred treasure, but it must be used
in order to save the blood of more people in the future.

CHE GUEVARA
“Tactics and Strategy of the Latin American Revolution,” 1962

One day | reached the summit of a mountain with a rifle in my hand and
| felt something I had never felt before—I felt so strong! | had a
beautiful feeling of freedom and | said to myself: “We can do it!”

HECTOR JOUVE
One of Che’s guerrillas in Argentina, 1963-1964

In December 1961, Julio Roberto Caceres (Patojo), Che’s young
Guatemalan friend and protégé, had left Cuba secretely for his homeland,
determined to help launch a Marxist guerrilla struggle there. Che had been
especially brotherly with the introverted Patojo and had nurtured his
revolutionary aspirations. Patojo was with Che at La Cabafa, INRA, and
the Ministry of Industries, and for most of the last three years had been part
of the Guevara household. Che helped him get out of Cuba quietly.

Patojo went back to Guatemala at a propitious moment for revolution.
Congressional elections had just taken place amid widespread allegations of
fraud. Then, in late January 1962, the chief of President Ydigoras Fuentes’s
secret police was assassinated, and two weeks later the first hit-and-run
attacks against military posts were launched near Puerto Barrios by the
guerrillas led by Yon Sosa and Turcios Lima. They had named their group
the Alejandro de Le6én November 13 Guerrilla Movement, in
commemoration of the date of their earlier failed uprising and in honor of a
late comrade. In February, the rebels made their aims public in a
communiqué that called for rebellion to restore the country to democratic



rule. Patojo’s group, which was backed by Guatemala’s Communist Party,
launched its movement independently at around the same time.

In March 1962, only four months after Patojo left Cuba, Che received
word that he had been killed in action. A few months later, Myrna Torres*
visited Havana and brought Che a notebook Patojo had left with her in
Mexico en route to the battlefield. It included a poem to his girlfriend back
in Cuba. Che wrote a eulogy to Patojo that was published in Verde Olivo in
August, a bittersweet parable of redemption aimed at Cuba’s Revolutionary
Armed Forces. He gave a brief account of Patojo’s life and their
relationship—how they had lived and worked together as itinerant
photographers in Mexico; how Patojo had also wanted to join the Granma
expedition but had been left behind; how he had then come to help in
Cuba’s triumphant revolution:

After he came to Cuba we almost always lived in the same house,
as was fitting for two old friends. But we no longer maintained the
early intimacy in this new life, and I suspected El Patojo’s intentions
only when I occasionally saw him studying one of the native Indian
languages of his country. One day he told me he was leaving, that the
time had come for him to do his duty. ... He was going to his country
to fight, arms in hand, to reproduce somehow our guerrilla struggle. It
was then that we had one of our long talks. I limited myself to
recommending strongly three things: constant movement, constant
wariness, and constant vigilance. ...

This was the synthesis of our guerrilla experience; it was the only
thing—along with a warm handshake—that I could give to my friend.
Could I advise him not to do it? With what right? ...

El Patojo left, and with time the news of his death came. ... And
not only he, but a group of comrades with him, all of them as brave,
as selfless, as intelligent perhaps as he, but not known to me
personally. Once more there is the bitter taste of defeat. ...

Once again, youthful blood has fertilized the fields of the
Americas to make freedom possible. Another battle has been lost; we
must make time to weep for our fallen comrades while we sharpen
our machetes. From the valuable and unfortunate experience of the
cherished dead, we must firmly resolve not to repeat their errors, to



avenge the death of each one of them with many victorious battles,
and to achieve definitive liberation.

When El Patojo left Cuba ... he had few clothes or personal
belongings to worry about. Mutual friends in Mexico, however,
brought me some poems he had written and left there in a notebook.
They are the last verses of a revolutionary; they are, in addition, a
love song to the revolution, to the homeland, and to a woman. To that
woman whom El Patojo knew and loved in Cuba are addressed these
final verses, this injunction:

Take this, it is only my heart
Hold it in your hand

And when the dawn arrives,
Open your hand

And let the sun warmit ...

El Patojo’s heart has remained among us, in the hands of his beloved
and in the grateful hands of an entire people, waiting to be warmed
beneath the sun of a new day that will surely dawn for Guatemala and
for all America.

Cuba had become a fully operational “guerrilla central” by 1962, fueling
the far-flung substations of armed revolution throughout the hemisphere.
Che’s dream of a continental revolution now made strategic sense. The
spreading guerrilla threat helped divert American pressure away from Cuba
and simultaneously made Washington pay a high price for its regional
containment policy. Fidel had made support of guerrilla activity
government policy. Responding to the expulsion of Cuba from the OAS in
January 1962, he issued what he called his Second Declaration of Havana,
which proclaimed the “inevitability” of revolution in Latin America. Jittery
Latin American governments took this to be a tacit declaration of war
against their countries.

Juan Carreterro, aka Ariel, a high-ranking Cuban intelligence officer at
the time, said that he began working with Che in 1962 to create a
transcontinental, anti-imperialist “revolutionary theater in Latin America.”
Ariel worked directly under Manuel Pifieiro Losada—Barbarroja—who



over-saw the guerrilla programs at State Security as Ramiro Valdés’s
deputy.* By that spring, Che was directing a campaign to recruit and
organize guerrilla trainees from among the Latin American students invited
to Cuba on revolutionary scholarships. One of them was Ricardo Gadea, the
younger brother of his ex-wife, Hilda. Ricardo had finished high school in
Peru and had studied journalism at Argentina’s renowned University of La
Plata, a magnet for students from all over Latin America. He had joined the
youth movement of the Peruvian nationalist opposition party, APRA, and
like many of his student friends, Ricardo quickly became enamored with
the Cuban revolutionary cause, seeing it as a model for political change in
Latin America. In his spare time he helped out at the July 26 support
committee’s offices in Buenos Aires, working with Che’s father.

In 1960, Ricardo had decided to go to Cuba to finish his studies and to
participate in the revolution he sympathized with so strongly. Hilda could
help set him up. But when Ricardo arrived, he learned that he wouldn’t be
able to pursue his career in journalism. The university reform process was
under way, and journalism was not a priority profession in the new Cuba.
The journalism school at Havana University was, as he put it, somewhat
“disorganized.” So he began studying economics. The dean of his faculty
was the venerable Communist Party leader Carlos Rafael Rodriguez.
During the Bay of Pigs invasion, Ricardo and many of his fellow Latin
American students volunteered for the revolutionary militias, hoping to be
sent to the front, but they were left behind in Havana to guard public
buildings.

By early 1962, hundreds of new Latin American students—DBolivians,
Venezuelans, Argentines, Uruguayans, Nicaraguans, Guatemalans,
Colombians—had arrived in Cuba. There were about eighty students from
Peru. Before long, however, a schism opened between those students who
were primarily interested in academic pursuits and those who, as Ricardo
described it, “wanted to learn from Cuba’s revolutionary experience and to
return to our own country to carry out our own revolution.” Ricardo opted
for the latter group. His decision coincided with the March 1962 military
coup in Peru that annulled the recent election results, suspended congress,
and placed the whole Peruvian political system in doubt. For Peruvians
seeking to apply the Cuban model to their nation, it was the time to strike.



Ricardo Gadea and his Peruvian comrades left the university for guerrilla
training in the Sierra Maestra. Their instructors were veterans of the Cuban
struggle. Fidel himself spoke to them and gave them advice; but it was Che,
Gadea said, who was their undisputed revolutionary mentor. “Of all the
leaders,” Ricardo said, “Che was the most charismatic, sensitive, and
involved, as a Latin American. He understood us, knew our difficulties, and
helped us overcome many of our problems.”

Another country whose revolutionary progress was close to Che’s heart
was Nicaragua. Since the debacle on the Honduran border in the summer of
1959, the Nicaraguan rebels battling the Somoza dynasty had been going in
and out of Cuba. Carlos Fonseca, the group’s ideologue, had recovered
there from the wounds he suffered during the border ambush. He had
returned to Central America to seek a political alliance between his group,
which was based in the university, other exiles, and antisomocistas within
Nicaragua itself. One of his closest disciples, a short, squat, full-lipped
former law student named Tomas Borge, traveled to Havana seeking help
for the Juventud Revolucionaria Nicaragiiense (Nicaraguan
Revolutionary Youth) group. He and another comrade, Noel Guerrero,
joined Che’s friend Rodolfo Romero on a visit to Che at the National Bank.

As Borge remembered it, he launched into a flowery greeting “on behalf
of Nicaragua’s youth,” but Che cut him short. “Let’s forget the greetings
and get down to business,” he said. Borge insisted that his speech was not
demagogic, and Che let him go on. When he finished, Che embraced him.
He also gave Borge and his comrades $20,000 to organize themselves.
Rodolfo Romero was designated the military chief of the group, and
eventually they had about thirty Nicaraguans in Cuba who were inducted
into revolutionary militias and sent off for combat experience in the
counter-insurgency war in the Escambray. In 1961, Romero attended the
Cuban counterintelligence school. He was the only Nicaraguan there, he
proudly recalled. Then he joined Borge, Fonseca, and others at an artillery
training course given by Czech advisers at a remote Cuban military base.

By the summer of 1962, Carlos Fonseca was back in Nicaragua, over-
seeing the anti-Somoza urban underground effort, pulling off bank
robberies, and carrying out propaganda and sabotage. Tomas Borge and
about sixty other guerrillas under Noel Guerrero’s leadership slipped into
Nicaragua’s northern jungle from Honduras. The group that would



eventually call itself the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN)
was ready for action.*

That spring, guerrilla forces had begun operating in Venezuela. In May,
troops at a naval base near Caracas had revolted. The Communist Party
openly backed the uprising, and President Betancourt banned both the Party
and the MIR. In June, a second naval uprising was put down after two days
of bloody fighting with loyalist army troops. Dissident officers and troops
fled into the hills, where many of them joined the fledgling guerrilla forces.
In December, the Party officially endorsed the armed struggle, and two
months later a new guerrilla coalition group, Fuerzas Armadas de
Liberacién Nacional (FALN) announced that it intended to wage war
against Betancourt’s regime. The FALN called itself a democratic and
nationalist movement, but it had a Communist-dominated political front, the
Frente de Liberacion Nacional (FLN). In communiqués reminiscent of
those Fidel sent out while he was fighting Batista, the FLN denied
government accusations that it was Communist or anti-American and called
for Venezuelans of all creeds to join its united front to make Venezuela
“master of her own destiny and her own riches.”

Che assisted the new Venezuelan revolutionary organization, just as he
was helping the guerrilla movements of Nicaragua, Peru, and Guatemala.
With each new rifle raised aloft, his vision of a continental guerrilla struggle
against American imperialism was coming one step closer to reality.

By now, Che was planning to launch an insurgency in Argentina. He had
been cultivating the idea for some time, but it had taken on new vigor after
the Argentine military toppled President Frondizi. He had chosen the
northern jungle of Argentina, near Salta, not far from the rugged Bolivian
border, as an exploratory theater of war. It was the same area he had
journeyed through in 1950 on his motorbike trip, during which he had
paused to reflect about the meaning of life, death, and his own destiny.

Che asked Alberto Granado for help in recruiting Argentines for the
guerrilla venture. In October 1961, Granado had moved with his family
from Havana to Santiago to start up a biomedical research school at the



university there, and during 1962 he used his job and nationality to assess
the potential of his fellow expatriates for Che’s Argentine revolution
scheme. He became friendly with the Argentine painter Ciro Roberto
Bustos, who had arrived in Cuba as a revolutionary volunteer at about the
same time as Granado. Bustos had set up a small ceramics factory in the
Oriente countryside and was also giving twice-weekly painting classes at
Santiago University. When he was in town, Bustos was invited to stay at
Granado’s house, and their conversations soon broached the topic of armed
struggle. When Granado learned that Bustos supported the idea of a Cuban-
style revolution in their homeland, he passed along his positive appraisal of
the painter to Che. Before long, Granado arranged for them to meet.

Granado also made a trip to Argentina. He journeyed around the country,
working through the Argentine Communist Party to recruit technicians and
other skilled people to work in Cuba—a plausible cover story for his
recruitment of guerrilla cadres. However, as Granado acknowledged years
later, the Argentine security services were already suspicious and had
evidently monitored his movements. Several of the people he met with were
temporarily detained after his visit. Even so, he was able to recruit a couple
of men who soon arrived in Cuba for guerrilla training.

Che’s plan was for Jorge Ricardo Masetti—the Argentine journalist who
had visited him in the Sierra Maestra and then, after the revolution, had
become the editor of Cuba’s international wire agency, Prensa Latina—to
lead his advance patrol. Masetti had dropped from view after he conducted
a televised interrogation of the men taken prisoner during the Bay of Pigs
invasion. It was well known that Masetti was no Communist, and, after a
long standoff with the doctrinaire Communist Party faction at Prensa
Latina, he had been removed. He was said to then be employed by the
propaganda department of Cuba’s armed forces, but in reality he was
working for Che.

After leaving Prensa Latina, Masetti went through an officers’ training
course to gain military experience. He graduated with the rank of captain
and traveled on secret missions for Che to Prague—a new way station for
Cuba’s overseas espionage—and to Algeria, where he smuggled a huge
quantity of American weapons seized at Playa Giron to the FLN insurgents,
via Tunisia. One of Granado’s recruits, Federico Méndez, an Argentine
mechanic in his early twenties who had military experience, accompanied



Masetti. For several months, they stayed at the FLN’s general staff
headquarters, where Méndez gave the Algerians training courses in the use
of the American arms. By the time they returned to Cuba, they had
established close links with the grateful Algerian revolutionary leadership
and its top military officers.

Masetti’s mission in Argentina was to become acquainted with the terrain
and quietly establish a guerrilla base of operations. Before engaging the
enemy, he was to build up support among peasants and a civilian-support
infrastructure in the cities. Later on, when the conditions were right, Che
would come and lead the force himself.

Che was casting his net wide to take soundings of Argentina’s political
situation. When Cuba’s diplomats were expelled from Argentina in March
1962 and flew home on a plane from Uruguay, he sent a telegram to his
friend from Dean Funes high school, the radicalista Oscar Stemmelin,
inviting him to take advantage of the evacuation flight to come and visit.*
Stemmelin and another classmate of Che’s took up the invitation and stayed
in Havana for about a month. During Stemmelin’s stay, he and Che met
eight or ten times to talk about old times, Cuba’s revolution, and Argentine
politics.

On May 25, the Argentine Day of Independence, the 380 members of
Cuba’s Argentine community in Havana gathered to celebrate with a
traditional outdoor asado, complete with folk music, traditional dances, and
typical Argentine costumes. Che was the guest of honor, and he suggested
that the organizers invite the young German-Argentine woman Haydée
Tamara Bunke. Since her arrival from Berlin, Tamara, as everyone knew
her, had been working as a translator at the Ministry of Education, and she
was enthusiastic about everything going on. She joined in volunteer labor
sessions, worked as a literacy instructor, and signed up for the militias and
her local CDR watch committee. She had become a fixture at the social
gatherings of Latin American guerrillas in Havana and expressed great
sympathy with their causes.

Tamara and Che’s deputy, Orlando Borrego, had renewed the friendship
begun in Berlin. She made no secret of her desire to become a fighter in one
of Latin America’s guerrilla wars and was constantly asking Borrego to take
her to see Che. Borrego stalled. There were always lots of people trying to
see Che. Tamara finally got her way by arranging to participate in a day’s



volunteer work alongside him at a school being built near his house. “I
underestimated her,” Borrego observed wryly.

At the Independence Day asado, Che gave his usual speech on the
revolutionary struggle in Latin America, putting special emphasis on
Argentina. He spoke of the need for Argentina’s anti-imperialist forces to
overcome their ideological differences, specifically including the peronistas
in this appeal. According to a Cuban who was present, at one point during
the meal, Che scribbled something on a matchbox and wordlessly handed it
to an Argentine sitting near him. It bore the word unidad (unity). As the
match-box circulated, Che’s message was lear. No more sectarian
infighting.

It was a significant moment to the group of peronista exiles who were
present, and their leader, John William Cooke, stood up to echo Che’s
appeal for revolutionary unity and to laud Cuba for leading the Second
Emancipation of Latin America. Cooke, a former Peronist Youth leader and
personal representative of Peron, had been in Cuba for several years, but he
corresponded regularly with Peron, who was living in Madrid. Cooke had
been won over by Cuba’s revolution and evoked it for Perdn in flattering
terms, extending Fidel’s invitation for Peron to visit, promising a reception
“with the honors of a head of state.” Perén never took up the invitation but
sent flattering responses back, much as he continued to play kingmaker
from exile with all the various peronista factions that competed for his
approval.

Cooke dreamed of bringing about Perdén’s triumphal return to Argentina
at the head of a revolutionary alliance backed by Cuba. According to
Cooke’s former comrades, Che became friends with him and his wife,
Alicia Ereguren, in spite of Che’s lingering skepticism about Perén. In the
course of their many conversations, Cooke’s arguments gave Che a broader
view of peronismo’s potential as a revolutionary force, while he in turn was
influential in Cooke’s assimilation of Marxist-Leninist concepts. This
helped to galvanize the revolutionary group that Cooke founded, Accion
Revolucionaria Peronista. That summer of 1962, with Che’s approval,
Cooke’s men began receiving guerrilla training to prepare themselves for a
future revolutionary war in Argentina.

Stealthily, Che was setting up the chessboard for his game of continental
guerrilla war, the ultimate prize being his homeland. He was actually



training several different Argentine action groups, distinct in their
ideologies but united by a common desire to take to the field. At the right
time each group would be mobilized to take its place in a united army in the
Argentine campaign under Che’s command. Masetti’s forward patrol was
Che’s first move on that chessboard; the others would follow at the right
time.*

A number of events that were to have a direct bearing on Che’s future
had occurred. The previous September, Secretary-General Hammarskjold
had been killed in a suspicious plane crash while visiting the Congo. The
new UN secretary, the Burmese diplomat U Thant, had inherited the job of
resolving the seemingly insoluble crisis there. The government in the
capital of Léopoldville continued to fence for power with the standard-
bearers of Patrice Lumumba, who were based in the distant northern city of
Stanleyville.} And the long-simmering Sino-Soviet dispute had finally
become public in October 1961, when Chinese premier Chou En-lai walked
out of a Communist Party congress held in Moscow. Both powers now
increased their jockeying for global influence, pressuring Cuba and Latin
America’s Communist parties to choose a side.

In Cuba, the attempt of the “old Communists” in the PSP to control the
Organizaciones Revolucionarias Integradas (ORI)—the new official party,
headed by Fidel, which had subsumed the July 26 Movement along with the
PSP and Directorio Revolucionario—was publicly denounced by Fidel in
March 1962. Accused of favoring Party comrades for a wide variety of
government posts, ORI’s organization secretary, the former PSP eminence
Anibal Escalante, was the most prominent victim of the purge. Publicly
castigated, he was sent into exile in Moscow. Afterward, Fidel announced a
new name for the reformed party: Partido Unificado de la Revolucion
Socialista (PURS), the next stage in the creation of a new Cuban
Communist Party.

Che was immensely gratified by Fidel’s purge. He loathed the holier-
than-thou Party apparatchiks who sought to impose their ideological
guidelines, and he had defended a number of people whose careers had
been damaged, giving them posts—and protection—at his ministry. In May,
he forbade “ideological investigations” at the ministry.

“The Sectarianism,” as the period of dogmatic Communist Party
ideology was called, had affected even non-Cubans such as Ciro Bustos.



Taking its cue from the chauvinistic PSP, the Argentine Communist Party
had tried to wield control over the Argentines living and working in Cuba.
While he was in Holguin, Bustos had been summoned by the Party’s
representative in Cuba and questioned about his political background and
Party affiliations. When he explained that he didn’t have an official
Communist Party membership, he was warned that if he didn’t “regularize”
his situation, he would have to leave the country. The “antisectarian” purge
had come just in time for him, and he was once again breathing freely
when, in the summer of 1962, Granado arranged for him to meet with Che.

Their midnight encounter, which took place at Che’s office in Havana
late in July, was peremptory. Che explained to Bustos that a group was
being prepared to go to Argentina and asked him if he wanted to participate.
Bustos said yes. That was all. He was told not to leave his hotel; some
people would be coming by to pick him up. In the next stage of his
revolutionary metamorphosis, Bustos was first taken to a house in Havana’s
Miramar neighborhood, where he was greeted by a man he recognized from
news photographs to be Jorge Ricardo Masetti, whose book about the
Cuban revolutionary war, Los Que Luchan y los Que Lloran (Those Who
Fight and Those Who Cry), had helped spark his interest in Cuba.

Masetti explained to Bustos that this was Che’s project, but since the
comandante couldn’t leave Cuba just yet, Masetti was to lead the guerrilla
force in its start-up phase. Then Che would come, and the war would begin.
Masetti asked if Bustos was prepared to leave everything to join the project,
and once again Bustos said yes. He would return to Holguin until a Ministry
of Industries “scholarship” for him to study in Czechoslovakia was
arranged to explain his disappearance. His wife would have to stay behind
and keep the secret. Later, once the guerrillas had secured a liberated
territory, she could undergo training and join him.

By September, Bustos was ensconced in a safe house with three other
Argentines: a Jewish doctor from Buenos Aires, Leonardo Julio Werthein;
and two of Granado’s recruits—the mechanic Federico Méndez and an
athletic man named Miguel, both of whom were from the rural part of
northern Argentina known as the chaco. Their new home was an elegant
villa on Havana’s eastern edges. Deserted by the exodus of Cuba’s wealthy,
the leafy, tree-lined neighborhood of walled compounds was now guarded
by Cuban security forces, offering maximum discretion. The Argentines



camped in one room of the mansion they occupied, getting to know one
another and preparing for the life ahead of them. Their training consisted of
hikes and practice at a firing range. For something to do at night, they went
out on patrol, trying—with little luck—to catch the gangs of thieves who
were breaking into the empty villas and carrying off whatever they could
find. “But they were always smarter than we were,” Bustos recalled. “We
made too much noise.”

Masetti, Che, and intelligence officials such as Ariel and Pifieiro came
and went. Orlando “Olo” Tamayo Pantoja, who had been one of Che’s
officers during the sierra war, and Hermes Pefia, one of Che’s bodyguards,
took an active part in their training sessions, and they soon found out that
Pefia would be going with them as Masetti’s deputy commander.

Another person who showed up regularly at the safe house was Abelardo
Colomé Ibarra, aka Furry, Havana’s police chief. He too would be joining
the Argentines as their rearguard base commander and liaison for
communications with Cuba. Their chief trainer was neither Cuban nor
Argentine, but a Hispano-Soviet general, a man they knew only as Angelito.
Ciro Bustos and the others understood that they were not to ask too many
questions of him; at this point the presence of Russian military men in Cuba
remained a highly sensitive subject. Actually a Spanish-born Catalan,
Angelito, also known as Angel Martinez, was nonetheless an active general
in the Red Army, a Spanish Civil War hero whose real name was Francisco
Ciutat, one of half a dozen Spanish Republican exiles dispatched to Cuba
by the Moscow-based Spanish Communist Party to help train Cuba’s
militias in the “Struggle against Bandits.” “He was a real personality,”
Bustos recalled. “Tiny, with quite a few years on him, but he could do flips
in the air like a gymnast.”

As Angelito’s deputy, Hermes Pefia was their hands-on instructor,
reconstructing sierra-war battles for them to study and emulate in their
training exercises. Before long, each of the men in the safe house was
assigned a specific duty. Leonardo Werthein was to be the expedition
medic, Miguel would handle logistics, and Federico Méndez, whom Bustos
described as a no-nonsense tough guy of few words, was put in charge of
armaments. Bustos was given training in security and intelligence. Hermes
Pefia assumed responsibility for their military discipline.



Che himself always arrived at the safe house extremely late, at two or
three in the morning. “Practically the first thing he told us,” Bustos recalled,
“was ‘Well, here you are: you’ve all agreed to join, and now we must
prepare things, but from this moment on, consider yourselves dead. Death is
the only certainty in this; some of you may survive, but all of you should
consider what remains of your lives as borrowed time.’” Che was throwing
down the gauntlet for his future guerrillas, just as he had done during the
Cuban struggle. It was important that each man prepare himself
psychologically for what was to come, and Bustos understood the message.
“We were going to go and get our balls shot off, without knowing if any of
us were going to see it through, or how long it would take.” Che let them
know he was not sending them off alone to an uncertain fate, however,
telling them he planned to join them as soon as he could.

The October missile crisis forced Che to accelerate plans for his Argentine
guerrilla force. During the crisis, he commanded Cuba’s western army
based in Pinar del Rio. His post was situated in some mountain caves near
one of the Soviet missile installations. He took his Argentine guerrilla
trainees with him and placed them in a battalion under the command of
Cuban officers. If there was fighting, they were to join in.

At the moment of maximum tension—after a Russian SAM missile
brought down an American U-2 spy plane, killing its pilot—Fidel cabled
Khrushchev, saying that he expected Moscow to launch its missiles first in
the event of an American ground invasion; he and the Cuban people, he
assured Khrushchev, were ready to die fighting. Only a day later, Fidel
learned that Khrushchev had made a deal with JFK behind his back—
offering to pull out the missiles in exchange for a promise not to invade
Cuba and a withdrawal of U.S. Jupiter missiles from Turkey. Fidel was
incredulous and furious, and reportedly smashed a mirror with his fist when
he was told. Che tersely ordered his troops to sever his command post’s
communications line with the adjacent Soviet missile base, and he rushed
off to Havana to see Fidel.



Over the coming days, Fidel was consumed with bitter recriminations
against Khrushchev, and the hapless Mikoyan was dispatched to Havana to
patch things up. Mikoyan did what he could, but Fidel and Che were
convinced that Khrushchev had sold them out for his own strategic
interests. Their talks went on for several weeks and at times were
exceedingly tense. One day, a mistranslation by the Russian interpreter
sparked a shouting match. When the misunderstanding was cleared up, Che
calmly removed his Makarov pistol from its holster, handed it to the
interpreter, and said: “If I were in your place, the only thing left to do ...”
According to Alexandr Alexiev, everyone laughed, including Mikoyan.
Che’s dark humor had cleared the air.

In public, relations between Moscow and Havana remained “fraternal,”
but under the surface the situation was extremely tense, and it stayed that
way for some time. In the streets of Havana, indignant Cubans chanted:
“Nikita, mariquita, lo que se da no se quita!”” (Nikita, you little queer, what
you give, you don’t take away!)

“The fate of Cuba and the maintenance of Soviet prestige in that part of
the world preoccupied me,” Khrushchev acknowledged in his memoirs.
“One thought kept hammering away in my brain: what will happen if we
lose Cuba? I knew it would be a terrible blow to Marxism-Leninism. It
would gravely diminish our stature throughout the world, but especially in
Latin America. If Cuba fell, other countries would reject us, claiming that
for all our might the Soviet Union hadn’t been able to do anything for Cuba
except to make empty protests to the United Nations.”

In an interview with Che a few weeks after the crisis, Sam Russell, a
British correspondent for the socialist Daily Worker, found him still fuming
over the Soviet betrayal. Alternately puffing a cigar and taking blasts on his
asthma inhaler, he told Russell that if the missiles had been under Cuban
control, they would have been fired. Russell came away with mixed
feelings about Che, describing him as “a warm character whom I took to
immediately ... clearly a man of great intelligence, though I thought he was
crackers from the way he went on about the missiles.” They also discussed
another subject close to Che’s heart—global Communist strategy. Che was
extremely critical of the Western Communist parties for adopting a
“peaceful parliamentary strategy for power.” Russell wrote that Che felt this



would “deliver the working class bound hand and foot over to the ruling
class.”

Che was, of course, determined to do something about it. As Ciro Bustos
recalled, “When the tension [over the missile crisis] relaxed, we were
brought back to Havana and Che told us: ‘You’re leaving. I want you out of
here.” Those were special days. They were still afraid there might be a
[U.S.] invasion. There was a very heavy war atmosphere. ... There was also
bad blood with the Soviets. ... He was very angry with the Soviets.” They
were told to leave the safe house as they had found it, to remove all traces
of their presence. Federico Méndez was sent off for a field-radio training
course, and Bustos underwent a weeklong intensive course to learn the art
of secret codes and cryptology. He was taught a Soviet code system based
on ten never-repeated numbers. “It was James Bond—style,” Bustos recalled.
“You burned the papers after using the codes.”

Pifieiro’s passport experts gave each man in the group a different
nationality. Bustos, who became a Uruguayan, was unhappy when he saw
his passport. “It was unbelievable,” he said. “They gave me a really young
age and blond hair. I was pretty bald even then, and what hair I did have left
was black.” When he complained, the expert reassured him that it was to be
used only as far as Czechoslovakia, a friendly country where no questions
would be asked.

By now the men knew little more than that they were to continue their
training until Cuba’s security apparatus could prepare a safe rearguard base
of operations for them on Bolivia’s southern border with Argentina. They
also knew that they were to be called the Ejército Guerrillero del Pueblo
(People’s Guerrilla Army). They were all were given noms de guerre:
Bustos was now Laureano; Masetti was Comandante Segundo. The
comandante primero, of course, was Che, aka Martin Fierro, who for the
moment would remain their invisible guiding hand. The mission itself was
called Operacion Sombra (Operation Shadow). These were all double
entendres. Their pseudonyms and the name of the operation corresponded
to the Argentine gaucho archetypes, Martin Fierro and Don Segundo
Sombra.

In Prague, the group—Masetti, Hermes Pefia, Bustos, Leonardo
Werthein, Federico Méndez, Miguel, and Abelardo Colomé Ibarra—was
met by Major Jorge “Papito” (Little Daddy) Serguera, who was operating



out of the Cuban embassy. He drove them to Lake Slapie, about an hour
outside the city. They were booked into an exclusive hotel. It was the dead
of winter, and there were no other guests—just them and the hotel staff. By
agreement with the Czech intelligence services, they were given a simple
cover story to explain their presence. “We were a group of Cuban
scholarship students,” said Bustos, “who were going to stay awhile.”

Papito Serguera visited them once or twice, but apart from that, the seven
prospective guerrillas were on their own. They had nothing to do, so, to
keep fit, they began making cross-country treks through the snow, twelve to
fifteen miles in every direction. Finally, growing ever more frustrated as the
weeks dragged by, they contacted Serguera at the embassy in Prague to
complain. He told them to be patient: the Bolivian farm that was to be their
base had not yet been purchased, and more details had to be settled before
they could travel. Meanwhile, he told them they were to stop their hiking
around. They had apparently been seen wandering into an unauthorized
military zone.

Masetti and his men spent another month incommunicado in the hotel at
Lake Slapie before Serguera finally allowed them to come to Prague. By
now it was December, and the Czechs were becoming increasingly upset
over the Cubans’ prolonged presence. Finally Masetti could stand it no
longer and announced that he was flying to Algeria to arrange for the group
to go there to complete its training. The Front de Libération National was
now the government of an independent Algeria, and the former Algerian
revolutionaries owed him a favor. Ahmed Ben Bella, the new Algerian
premier, had been in Havana on the eve of the missile crisis, had met with
Che and Fidel, and, before leaving, had signed a declaration of
revolutionary fraternity with Cuba.

“Masetti flew off to Algiers and came back two days later,” Bustos said.
“He told us that Ben Bella and [Houari] Boumédienne [the Algerian
minister of defense] had welcomed him at the airport and agreed to help us.
We left immediately.” But to fly to Algiers they had to lay over in Paris for
several days, and this posed a problem for Bustos, who was still traveling
on his blond passport. He solved it by putting peroxide in his scarce hair.
“Suddenly my hair was yellow,” he recalled, laughing ruefully. “I looked
like a cabaret transvestite.” For three or four days, they stayed in the hotel



above the Gare d’Orsay, pretending to be tourists. “We went to the Louvre,”
Bustos recalled, “and we walked around a lot.”

They arrived in Algiers on January 4. The Algerians were still engaged
in a “cleansing” process like the one that revolutionary Cuba had applied
four years earlier to its chivatos and war criminals, and FLN gunmen
roamed the city hunting down suspected collaborators or ex-torturers.
Suspicious Arab civilians looked upon Europeans or foreigners with open
hostility. Conscious of the risks faced by Che’s guerrillas in the uncertain
climate, Algeria’s revolutionary leaders sent two generals and an entire
security retinue to meet them at the airport. They were driven to an isolated
seaside villa on the city’s outskirts and left under armed guard for their own
protection. After some time, they were moved to a villa with a walled
garden in Algiers itself, but because of the danger of being misidentified as
French, they rarely went out. Whenever they did, they were surrounded by
Algerian security men.

For the next few months, with a permanent retinue of Algerian
revolutionary veterans, the Argentine team practiced their marksmanship,
did calisthenics, and took military courses. The Algerians took them to see
their former front lines, the ingenious cave-and-tunnel system that had been
used to hide fighters and weapons during the war, and also the former
French lines. Papito Serguera soon arrived, having conveniently been
appointed the new Cuban ambassador. In addition to his other duties, he
served as the group’s relay for communications with Che.

The Argentines were feted with a banquet, and they reciprocated with a
traditional Argentine asado attended by Houari Boumédienne. But time was
dragging on, and Masetti was anxious to get moving. In answer to his
incessant queries, Papito Serguera relayed what Bustos called “strange and
contradictory” messages from Havana, supposedly sent by Che. Colomé
Ibarra flew back to Cuba to find out what was going on and returned with
some disquieting news. He and Che had gone over the messages the group
had received, and Che had identified several that had not originated with
him. Since all their communications were channeled through Barbarroja
Pifieiro, they speculated about a “malfunction” in his security apparatus.
Some, including Bustos, came to suspect there was more to it than that—
perhaps even an intentional sabotage of Che’s plans. It would remain a
mystery that Bustos, at least, was never able to unravel.*



In Cuba, two of Che’s bodyguards, Alberto Castellanos and Harry
Villegas, who had been sent away to be trained as administrators in the
Ministry of Industries, awaited their own marching orders. Many months
had gone by and Che had not sent for them. Castellanos had reentered the
armed forces and begun a military training course. Arriving home in
Havana on a weekend pass in late February 1963, he suddenly received a
summons from Che. He assumed that he was going to be punished. “Every
time Che sent for you it was to pull your ear about something or other,” he
recalled. “I said to myself: “Well, what a coincidence! This weekend I
didn’t do anything—didn’t even get drunk,’ so I couldn’t imagine what Che
wanted to see me about.”

When Castellanos walked into Che’s office, Che reminded him that
several months earlier he had said that if Che was involved in a mission, he
wanted to be part of it. “When do we go?” Castellanos asked, excitedly.
Che told him to hold on a minute and to listen. Reminding Castellanos that
he had a wife to consider, Che warned him that the mission was not to be
taken lightly. “This mission is either twenty years fighting, or else you don’t
come back at all,” he admonished. Che told him to think about it seriously
before making up his mind. Castellanos remembered that he stood there and
“thought” for a moment or two before asking again, “When do I go?”

“OK,” Che said to Castellanos. “But don’t go getting dressed up as an
Indian, because you’re not one, and tell Villegas he can’t go with you
because he’s black, and where you’re going there are no blacks.” Che didn’t
spell it out any more clearly than that, except to tell Castellanos that he
would find some people he knew personally when he arrived at his
destination. “You’re going to wait for me with a group of comrades I’'m
sending,” he said. “You are going to be the boss until I arrive.” He said he
intended to join them by the end of the year. Then Castellanos went off to
see Pifieiro for his debriefing, his new clandestine identity, and his travel
itinerary.

AV

At about the same time, Tamara Bunke began receiving training in
espionage by Pifieiro’s department. “She approached us and asked to be



taken into consideration for a mission,” Pifieiro’s deputy, Ariel, said, adding
that Cuba’s secret services had checked her out and cleared her for training.
They considered her a prime candidate as a future espionage asset in
Argentina, “to be activated when the need arose.”

Ariel’s pointed mention of Tamara Bunke’s security clearance is
noteworthy because of the enduring mystery surrounding “Tania,” as she
later became known. According to East German State Security files, Tamara
Bunke was an “IM” (informal informant) for the Stasi, or secret police,
before she went to Cuba in 1961. She was also under consideration by its
overseas espionage division, the HVA, as a deep-cover agent for insertion
first in Argentina, and eventually the United States.

Considering the tightly controlled internal security system of the German
Democratic Republic and Tamara’s own Marxist-Leninist upbringing, the
fact that she became an informant for East Germany’s secret services is
hardly surprising. To inform on her fellow citizens or foreign visitors on
behalf of the Communist state she so fervently believed in was a patriotic
duty she would have performed—and evidently did perform—without
compunction. But who was Tamara working for when she was in Cuba: the
Cubans, East German intelligence, or both? Speaking with the habitual
opacity of a lifelong revolutionary cuadro still living in Cuba, her friend
Orlando Borrego said that he had “no doubt that she worked for the German
services,” but neither did he have any doubt about her loyalty to the Cuban
revolution. Speaking in a vastly altered Moscow nearly three decades after
her death, the veteran KGB official Alexandr Alexiev indicated that she had
been a German agent seconded to the Cubans for their own use. “The
Germans wanted to help,” he explained. “They tried to have a friendship
with revolutionary Cuba that was as good as ours, and they wanted to do
even more, and for that reason they fulfilled any desire or whim of the
Cuban leaders—even more than we did.”

Pressed for additional details, Alexiev insinuated that when it came to
assisting Che in his foreign revolutionary ventures, German and Soviet
intelligence had an agreement to divide up the work. “The Germans
considered themselves to be more ... revolutionarily aggressive than us.
They were younger; we were older, had more experience and maturity. And
if we [the KGB] had gotten involved, there would surely have been even
more risk of failure. Our services were a big bureaucracy, but the Germans



were technically more equipped, the case of Tania being probably the most
important.” As for Tamara/Tania herself, Alexiev agreed with Borrego,
saying that he had no doubt her loyalties were “with the Cubans, with Fidel,
and with Che.” He surmised that Che had “conquered her with his ideas; he
was such a convincing and attractive personality.”

Tamara Bunke in a Cuban military uniform and sunglasses in 1961.
She assumed the nom de guerre “Tania” in the spring of 1963, when
she began receiving espionage training from Barbarroja Pifieiro’s
agents.

Another man, an Argentine who worked closely with Che and who also
knew Tamara personally, said that his impression was that she “worked for
the German services and transferred to work for Che’s intelligence service,
that she asked for license to do it. Neither Che nor the Germans would have
liked her to be sending reports to two places at the same time. Che wasn’t
stupid; he wasn’t going to permit a double loyalty.”

According to the East German files, Tamara Bunke had been recruited as
an informant by a counterintelligence official named Gunter Mannel, who
was in charge of the United States department of the Stasi’s HVA. A month
after her departure for Cuba in 1961, Mannel slipped into West Berlin,
defected, and before long was working for the CIA. He soon betrayed the
identities of some of his agents, who were arrested in the West, and it might
be assumed that he also informed the CIA about Tamara, the gifted and
fiercely committed young Communist agent who had just gone to Cuba.
Evidently, the HVA made this assumption. Immediately after Mannel’s



defection, according to an internal HVA report dated July 23, 1962, Bunke
was sent a letter in Cuba warning her of the danger and requesting that she
not attempt to “go to South or North America and that in any case she
should consult with us beforehand.”

The HVA report states that there had been no further contacts with
Tamara, but that she appeared to be “progressively asserting herself” in
Cuba, working with a whole series of government institutions, and was
always “importuning” visiting GDR delegations to be their interpreter. It
added that she had “apparently given up her resolve to go on to Argentina
[and] intends to stay in Cuba and also to assume Cuban citizenship. She
also has close ties to Cuban security ... [and] permission to wear a military
uniform, and she makes use of it constantly.”

The Stasi files suggest that the East German counterespionage agency
had an agreement with Tamara Bunke but that she severed contact after she
arrived in Cuba. The files, however, give rise to other questions. When
Tamara was accepted for service by Cuban intelligence, did she tell her
handlers about her prior links with German intelligence or the fact that her
recruiter had defected a month after her arrival? If she did tell them, why
did Cuba eventually use her in the same region—Bolivia and Argentina—
that the HVA had originally planned to use her in? It surely had to be
assumed that both Tamara’s identity and her intended future espionage role
were known to the CIA and its allied intelligence agencies after Mannel’s
defection.

In response to these questions, Barbarroja Pifieiro said, “I handled Tania
directly. And I asked her if she had been recruited by the German
[intelligence] services. She said ‘no.’” Pifieiro added that if he had known
about Mannel and the letter she had been sent, he would have approved her
anyway, both because she displayed “excellent qualities” as an agent, and
because he trusted his organization’s ability to build her an undetectable
new false identity.

VvV

One of the ways Che gathered information and analyzed the situation in
Argentina was by engaging Argentine friends and acquaintances—as he had



done with Oscar Stemmelin—in long discussions during which he would
try out his theories. In February 1963 he sent for Ricardo Rojo. “I want to
talk,” Che said when Rojo arrived. They didn’t see eye to eye politically—
Rojo was liberal, an “anti-imperialist,” though not a socialist—but the two
of them went back a long way, and Che knew him to be both well
connected and an acute political analyst. Rojo had first sent Masetti to Cuba
and had recently become a close friend of Che’s mother. Che put him up in
a top-flight government protocol house in Miramar for two months. Rojo
wrote later that he found Che depressed about Cuba’s growing regional
isolation and still upset over the Soviets’ “paternalistic” treatment of Cuba
in the missile crisis. Che believed that Cuba could not break out of its
regional straitjacket until socialist revolutions had taken place in the other
Latin American countries, and he made no secret of the fact that he was
actively studying how to bring that process about.

One day Che told Rojo that he wanted to discuss Argentina
“systematically.” As they talked, Che took notes. He showed special interest
in the Argentine labor and university movements and was anxious to update
his knowledge about who was who among the opposition. They also
discussed Perdn’s enduring popularity with the Argentine working class,
and Che showed Rojo a letter he had received from Peron expressing
admiration for the Cuban revolution. It seemed to Rojo that Che was
weighing the pros and cons of an alliance with the peronistas as a means of
sparking revolt. There was an unpopular military government in Argentina,
and increased labor strife; Che wondered aloud what the “reaction of the
masses” would be if Peron came to Cuba to live—something Perén’s leftist
disciple John William Cooke had been trying to persuade Che to arrange for
some time.

In early April 1963, just before Rojo left Cuba, there was a brief but
bloody naval uprising in Buenos Aires. It was rapidly suppressed by the
army, but Che thought the incident revealed that “objective conditions for
struggle” were beginning to appear in Argentina. It was time to follow up
with subjective conditions to show the people that they could overthrow
their rulers by violent means. Rojo argued that the revolution had worked in
Cuba because the Americans had been caught off guard. That day had
passed, and the United States and its regional allies were now on the alert.



Che conceded the point but, as always, refused to accept that Cuba’s
success was an exception that could not be repeated elsewhere.

Che never told Rojo explicitly that he was preparing a guerrilla
insurgency in Argentina, but there were enough hints for Rojo to draw his
own conclusions. He had shared his flight to Havana with a left-wing
peronista guerrilla, a leader of a short-lived uprising in Tucuman province
in 1959. The man was coming to see Che. And then there were Che’s last
words as Rojo prepared to leave Cuba. “You’ll see,” he said, “Argentina’s
ruling class will never learn anything. Only a revolutionary war will change
things.”*

Back in Algeria, Masetti learned that Pifieiro’s people had finally
purchased a farm for their use in Bolivia, but there was still no sign that he
and his men were about to be moved. Masetti decided he could not wait any
longer, and he asked the Algerians to assist them in getting to Bolivia. “The
Algerians gave us everything,” Bustos recalled. “They would have given us
arms, but we couldn’t take them, since we were going to have to go through
the border controls of several different countries—but they gave us all kinds
of military equipment, passports, everything.”

In May 1963, seven months after leaving Havana, Masetti’s group was
finally on its way to South America. But it was minus one man. Miguel, one
of Alberto Granado’s recruits, had been left behind in rather chilling
fashion. (The real name of “Miguel” has apparently been forgotten by his
surviving comrades, but they remember him as a well-educated Argentine
Jew, a significant detail in light of what happened within the group when it
reached Argentina.)

Miguel had become increasingly argumentative and disobedient. One of
the strict rules which they had all observed since entering clandestine life—
and which Ciro Bustos was supposed to enforce—was that nobody wrote
letters home, “not even to their mothers,” and Miguel had violated that rule.
Bustos had caught him trying to mail some letters when they were in Paris.
In Algeria, Miguel had openly questioned Masetti’s leadership. The two
argued constantly and became fiercely competitive. One day, trying to best
Miguel in their physical training exercises, Masetti had strained his back
quite badly, an injury that was to cause him great pain in the months ahead.



Matters reached a head as they were preparing to leave Algeria. Miguel
announced he didn’t want to go if Masetti was the leader, predicting that the
two of them would end up shooting each other. “Masetti, who had been in
the Argentine navy, and who always tried to be ‘the macho of the movie,’
did not take it lying down,” Bustos recalled. The two men squared off for a
fistfight. The other men intervened, but Masetti wanted vengeance. He
insisted that a trial be held to decide whether Miguel should stay in the
group. Bustos was appointed prosecutor, and Federico acted as Miguel’s
defense lawyer.

Bustos believed that Miguel had gotten cold feet and provoked the fight
with Masetti so that he could drop out of the group. He argued that Miguel’s
negative attitude posed a security risk, and since they were about to
undertake a delicate trip across several foreign borders, the reasonable
solution was that he be left behind. Even Miguel’s defender, Federico, did
not oppose this solution. But Masetti argued that Miguel’s wish to withdraw
from the group was tantamount to a defection, a crime punishable by death.
He proposed that Miguel be executed by a firing squad. He could arrange
this with his Algerian military friends.

The group unanimously voted for Miguel to die. Masetti, Papito
Serguera, and Abelardo Colomé Ibarra talked with the Algerians, and a
military unit took the condemned man away. Bustos was convinced that the
decision had been the right one, but he felt bad about it nonetheless. “One
of the things that affected us the most,” he recalled, “because we were sure
they took him away to shoot him, was that the guy left ... like a man,
correctly, without any lamentations or begging for clemency.” From that
moment forward, Bustos and the others referred to Miguel not by his name,
but as El Fusilado (He Who Was Shot), their first sacrifice in the cause for
the Argentine revolution.

Traveling in separate groups under false identities, with Algerian
diplomatic passports, and accompanied by the two Algerian agents who had
been their constant companions of late and who carried their gear in sealed
diplomatic luggage, Masetti’s men made their way to La Paz, where they
got in touch with their Bolivian contacts, all young members of the Bolivian
Communist Party. Then they headed to their base of operations. Their cover
story was that they were the Argentine and Bolivian partners of a new joint
venture, traveling together to set up a farming and cattle ranching operation



on a tract of land they had recently bought. They reached their “farm,” in a
remote area where the Rio Bermejo forms Bolivia’s border with Argentina
and makes a sharp dip south. Their land was strategically set in the middle
of this mountainous, forested triangle, with Argentina on either side. There
was only one dirt road leading in or out, and they were miles from the
nearest neighbors.

A member of the Bolivian Communist Party was on the site, an older
man who was to act as caretaker but who spent his days doing not much
more than making peanut soup. Pifieiro’s people and the Bolivians working
with them had bought some gear locally, but it seemed worse than useless.
“There were thin uniforms made out of shiny nylon,” Bustos said.
“Ordinary nylon shirts, and Tom Mix—style holsters with little stars on
them. ... It really seemed like a joke.” Their backpacks and boots were of
poor quality, as well, but, fortunately, the Algerians had provided them with
some good Yugoslav military uniforms, cartridge belts, and field binoculars.
And the arsenal that somehow had been smuggled in from Cuba was
plentiful and in good condition: Chinese bazookas, pistols, a Thompson
submachine gun, automatic rifles, and lots of ammunition. Ciro Bustos
acquired a gun with a silencer.

Masetti decided that they were ready to go. Colomé Ibarra, who was to
stay behind on the Bolivian side for the time being, drove them to the
border, and on June 21, the five-man vanguard of the Ejército Guerrillero
del Pueblo crossed into Argentina.

VI

Another Cuban-trained guerrilla force had attempted to cross a Bolivian
border a few weeks earlier. In May, the Ejército de Liberacién Nacional
(ELN), forty guerrillas led by Héctor Béjar, had had been detected and
turned back while trying to enter Peru. Béjar’s destination was the Valle de
la Convencién in Peru’s southern Andes, where the military was after the
Trotskyist peasant leader Hugo Blanco. The small rebel band that Blanco
led had attacked a Guardia Civil post the previous November and Blanco
had been on the run ever since. The Cubans saw the fracas as a good
opportunity for the ELN to go into action.



Bolivia, with its porous and ill-protected borders shared with Peru, Chile,
Argentina, Paraguay, and Brazil, was a logical point of entry for both Béjar
and Masetti. The government was led by President Victor Paz Estenssoro of
the center-left Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario (MNR), and
Bolivia was one of the few remaining Latin American countries that still
had diplomatic ties with Havana. The Cuban envoy to Bolivia, Ramén Aja
Castro, was close to Che. He had accompanied him to the Punta del Este
conference, and Pifeiro’s man Ariel was on his staff. Since the Bolivian
Communist Party (PCB) operated legally, it could assist the Cubans with
contacts, safe houses, and transportation for guerrillas. Party cadres helped
get Béjar’s column as far as the Peruvian border and Masetti’s to the
Argentine frontier.

The decision by the PCB to assist the Cuban-trained guerrillas was
tactical and taken reluctantly. Bolivia’s former Communist Party chief,
Mario Monje, recalled that he was approached by Cuban diplomats in La
Paz. “They told me that they needed help for some young Peruvian
Communists who had been trained and wanted to return to their country,”
Monje said. He told the Cubans that the Cuban experience was unique and
couldn’t be repeated elsewhere. Like most of the Communist parties in
neighboring countries, the PCB eschewed the kind of armed struggle
espoused by Cuba—and by Che in particular—in favor of gaining ground
through electoral politics. The PCB had established amicable relations with
Paz Estenssoro’s government and hoped to maintain them.

When Monje told Peruvian Party officials about the Cuban proposal, he
found them adamantly opposed. “They did not want to have anything to do
with guerrillas,” he said. Monje tried to persuade the Peruvians not to
precipitate an open break with Havana. He urged them to be flexible and to
control the situation. Otherwise, he warned, “this thing [Cuba’s export of
armed struggle] will hit the fan everywhere and do damage to the Peruvians
and everyone else.” By then, Monje and his comrades had begun hearing
rumors that Havana wanted to get a guerrilla war going in Bolivia as well.
The Bolivian Politburo held a meeting and voted unanimously against the
notion of an armed struggle in their country, and Monje traveled to Havana
with a fellow Politburo member, Hilario Claure. Their mission, according to
Monje, was to express the official PCB policy opposing Cuban
interventionism in the region generally, while also trying to mediate



between Havana and the indignant Peruvians. He met Manuel Pifieiro and
reminded him that in the 1930s, under Stalin, the Soviets had backed
guerrillas in Latin America and it hadn’t worked. “They pushed armed
struggle over here, guerrillas over there,” he told Pifieiro. “They tried it in
different countries and failed, and now you are trying to repeat what they
did.”

Pifieiro suggested they speak directly with Fidel, and he arranged a
meeting in which, Monje said, he once again outlined his and the Peruvian
Party’s opposition to the scheme. Fidel replied that he could not and would
not deny young guerrillas the chance to emulate Cuba’s struggle. “We are
going to help them,” Fidel told Monje. “I’m not asking for the help of the
Peruvian Party, but I’'m asking for your help.” Monje said that he and
Claure acceded to Fidel’s request because they believed that if they bought
Fidel’s gratitude he would not authorize guerrilla activity in Bolivia behind
the Party’s back. They would assist in getting Béjar’s group into Peru
without informing the Peruvian Communist Party. Monje and Claure also
met with Che, who was less friendly than Fidel had been. The atmosphere
of the meeting was tense, Monje recalled, and Che expounded his defense
of the guerrilla project “aggressively and firmly.”

Claure offered a subtly different account of the talks in Havana. He
agreed that he and Monje made clear their opposition to a Cuban-sponsored
guerrilla war in Bolivia, but he found Fidel noncommittally “diplomatic.”
Che was “arrogant,” and dismissive. “That’s what the Communists here told
us when we wanted to make the Cuban revolution,” Che said. “If we’d
listened to them, there wouldn’t have been one.” Claure recalled that he and
Monje returned to La Paz with the suspicion that the Cubans were going to
go ahead with whatever they had already planned in spite of the Bolivian
Communist Party, and before long, they sensed that their worries were well
founded.

On a subsequent visit to Havana, Monje said, he and Che were relaxing
outside one day, lying on some grass and talking, when Che turned to him
and said, “Hey, Monje, why don’t you get a guerrilla war going in Bolivia?”
“And why should I?” Monje retorted. “What will it get us?” Che challenged
him: “It’s because you’re afraid, isn’t it?”” Monje said he shot back, “No, it’s
that you have a machine gun stuck in your brain, and you can’t imagine any
other way to develop an anti-imperialist struggle.” Che laughed at his retort,



and let the matter rest. Monje said that not long after his exchange with
Che, a “top Cuban official” told him that “it would be great” if his Party
began an armed struggle in Bolivia “because it would distract the
imperialists and release pressure on us.”

For the time being, Monje kept his relations with the Cubans as fraternal
as possible. He even requested permission to send some young Party cadres
to Havana “to learn from Cuba’s revolutionary experience.” Meanwhile, his
people began helping Béjar’s and Masetti’s groups, providing them with
safe houses, food, supplies, and transportation. While Masetti and his men
were still in Algeria, the Bolivians had located and purchased the rearguard
base of operations on the Rio Bermejo. After some delays and changes of
itinerary, they had moved Béjar’s column out of La Paz and on a long river
journey toward the Peruvian border.

Béjar’s group had reached the border in May, by which time their
intentions had evidently become well known to the Peruvian authorities.
Béjar sent an advance party across the border, but it was discovered almost
immediately by police in the Peruvian town of Puerto Maldonado. One of
the fighters, a talented young poet named Javier Herauld, was Kkilled in the
resulting shoot-out. Most of the others managed to escape back into Bolivia,
whereupon a dozen or so of Béjar’s men were captured by local authorities
but then released in an apparent goodwill gesture to Cuba by Paz
Estenssoro’s government. By late May, Hugo Blanco had also been
captured and imprisoned in Peru. In early June, Peru’s military junta held
the elections it had promised after seizing power the year before, and the
winner was the center-right candidate Fernando Belaunde Terry, an
engineer who had been educated in the United States. The first Peruvian
guerrilla venture had failed miserably, but Béjar and his comrades began
reorganizing, and before long they would try again.*

Why was the presence of Béjar’s group detected so quickly? Béjar
himself later accused the PCB of secretly acceding to the Peruvian Party’s
demands to thwart his effort, pointing out that the Bolivians had delayed
their entry by rerouting his force to a point hundreds of miles from where
Blanco was operating. Suspicions of internal treachery persisted over the
years. As Humberto Vazquez-Viana, a PCB youth militant at the time, later
quipped acidly, the Party had striven to be “good with both God and the
Devil.”



Che’s former brother-in-law, Ricardo Gadea, missed the Béjar fiasco.
After a factional split, he and other would-be guerrillas had formed the
Peruvian MIR. They believed they should build up a social and
organizational base in Peru before beginning a war. The Cubans did not
approve, and Gadea and his comrades were kept on ice in Cuba. While
Béjar and his followers were shipped out to Bolivia, Gadea’s group was
dispatched to the Escambray mountains to fight the counterrevolutionary
“bandidos’ operating there. Their requests to return to Peru were rebuffed
or not answered at all for several months, and it wasn’t until after Béjar had
failed, and after a special trip was made to Havana by the group’s leader,
Luis de la Puente Uceda, that they were finally allowed to depart. Before he
left, Gadea saw Che one last time.

“It was an important conversation for me,” Gadea recalled, “because it
was the first time Che saw me not just as a student or out of a family
obligation, but because of the decision I had made regarding the revolution
in Peru.” Che made it clear that there was no bad blood and gave Gadea his
blessing. “Well, go have your experience,” he said. “Everyone has to test
himself, and you must learn and gain knowledge through your own
experiences.” All the members of his group made it to Peru without being
arrested, began their work of underground organization, and within two
years were ready for war.

\41

Aleida did not want Che to go to Argentina to fight, but she knew she
couldn’t stop him. From the beginning, he had made clear to her that one
day he would carry the revolution to his homeland. This had seemed like an
abstraction until Masetti’s group was formed and its training was under
way.

Che and Aleida’s second child, Camilo, had been born in May 1962. The
new baby was fair, like his mother. He would grow up to have her blond
hair and his father’s massive forehead and intense stare. Aleida had become
pregnant again during the missile crisis, and they had moved to a new,
larger house on Calle 47, in a residential neighborhood in Nuevo Vedado, a
few blocks from the zoo and close to the government complex around Plaza



de la Revolucién. On June 14, 1963—Che’s thirty-fifth birthday—Aleida
gave birth to a second daughter. They named her Celia, after Che’s mother.
This was a particularly poignant homage, for at that moment, Celia madre
was in prison. She had arrived in Cuba in January 1963, had stayed with
them for three months, and on her return to Argentina in April had been
arrested on charges of possessing subversive Cuban propaganda and of
being an agent for Che.

On June 9, Celia wrote to Che from the women’s prison in Buenos Aires.
“My dear,” she began. “I share my present kingdom with 15 people, almost
all communists.” They were fine companions, apart from their enforcement
of an “overly iron discipline and an irredentist dogmatism” that she found
trying. She didn’t know when she would be freed, “but you know that if
there is someone who is well constituted to withstand prison in good humor,
that’s me. It will also serve me as an exercise in humility. ... The only thing
I find uncomfortable is not having a single minute of privacy in the entire
day. We eat, sleep, read, and work in our cell of 14 by 6 [meters] and
[exercise] in a gallery where you can see the sky through the bars and from
which they throw us out when a common prisoner arrives. It seems we
might infect them with a terrible contagious disease.” She played volleyball
for an hour a day and had also learned some prison crafts, such as making
papier-maché dolls. “They’re horrible, but a good way to kill time.”

Apart from the lack of privacy, her biggest complaint was about the body
searches she was subjected to before and after each visit, and the reading of
all her letters, which she found especially humiliating. “The searches
include doubtful caresses: almost all the prisoners here are lesbians and I
suspect that the guards have elected this wonderful work because they have
the same inclinations. ...

“I don’t know, or rather yes I do know why the government has wanted
to put me in this place. ... I’ll tell you as a point of curiosity that one of the
questions they asked me in the DIPA [Argentine secret police] was ‘what is
your role in Fidel Castro’s government?’” She reassured Che that she hadn’t
been mistreated. However, prison was “a marvelous deformatory, as much
for the common prisoners as for the political ones: if you are lukewarm, you
become active; if you’re active, you become aggressive; and if you’re
aggressive, you become implacable.” In fact, ever since her son Ernesto had
become Che, Celia had undergone a significant political radicalization. She



claimed now to believe in “socialism,” although she was not a Communist
and, according to people who knew her well, she didn’t really like or trust
Fidel. She particularly didn’t like what she saw as his hold over her son, and
Che’s subservience to him, but in spite of her private qualms about Cuba’s
disorganization and incompetence, she vigorously defended the revolution.

Whatever the Argentine security forces suspected, there was a bitter
irony to Celia’s imprisonment along with members of the Argentine
Communist Party. Although she downplayed it in her letter, Celia’s life was
made extremely difficult by her doctrinaire cellmates. According to Maria
Elena Duarte, who was married to Celia’s youngest son, Juan Martin, “They
imposed rules even the jailers didn’t impose. For instance, she liked to read,
and as if to persecute her, they turned out the lights. The lights had to be
turned out at such and such an hour. If she wanted to play some sport in the
patio, they told her no, that was not the correct hour for that sport. It was so
cruel ... and so obviously directed against her.”

The leader of the Communist women, and the person Maria Elena Duarte
held chiefly responsible for Celia’s ill-treatment, was Fanie Edelman, a
veteran Party activist and founder of the Communist-front Argentine
Women’s Union. Many years later, Edelman acknowledged that she and her
comrades had “organized life in the prison” and imposed “very rigorous
norms of conduct.” But she reacted with indignation at the notion that Che’s
mother had been in any way singled out for persecution. “We were a
harmonious group. On the contrary, we respected her a great deal, precisely
because she was Che’s mama.”*

Not long after she wrote to Che, Celia was released from prison, but she
had been cut from her moorings. After the bomb incident the previous year,
she and Juan Martin had left the house on Calle Araoz in the care of their
Indian maid, Sabina Portugal, and moved into a small, rented apartment.
Juan Martin and Maria Elena were soon married, and while Celia was in
prison Maria Elena had given birth to a baby boy. Celia let them have the
apartment and went to live with her daughter Celia in a dark old house on
Calle Negro. Maria Elena and Juan Martin had asked her to stay with them,
but she declined. “We have an excellent relationship and I don’t want to
ruin it by living together,” she said. They saw each other frequently,
meeting up most weekends at Roberto’s house, but Celia had a solitary life.
“Celia had her circle of friends, her political activities, but she had



compartmentalized her life in a very private, solitary kind of way,” Maria
Elena said. “I think in some way she enjoyed the solitude. She read and
thought a great deal, and was undergoing a period of reflection, a
reevaluation of her political points of view.” But being Che’s mother had
turned Celia’s life upside down, just as it had altered the lives of all of the
family members in one way or another. As revolution and war had become
features of Che’s life, bombs, imprisonment, and political persecution had
entered hers. The unique mother-son bond that Ernesto had severed during
his soul-searching years on the road had been strangely restored.

In her letter from prison, Celia had wished Che a happy birthday. She
said that she imagined he would spend it “submerged in the Ministry and its
problems.” Then she added: “I almost forget, can you tell me about the
progress of Cuba’s economy?” She undoubtedly knew that it wasn’t really a
matter of progress. Ricardo Rojo’s latest trip to the island had coincided
with her own visit, and he had noted a marked decline since his earlier stay.
The neon signs that had once lit up Havana had been switched off;
American cigarettes, no longer available, had been replaced by Cuban
brands such as Criollos and Dorados; Cuba’s cars and buses looked shabby
from lack of spare parts and maintenance, and hundreds of neglected U.S.-
built tractors were rusting in the fields for the same reasons.

Cuba’s revolutionaries clearly had not thought through the consequences
of breaking completely with the United States. The old system had been
brought to a screeching halt, and the new one had not caught up with
Cuba’s present needs—much less its ambitious future plans. Soviet
petroleum was highly sulfuric and corroded the piping in the U.S.-built
refineries, and the Eastern-bloc technicians had proved ill equipped to take
over the modern American-built technology left behind in Cuba. Even the
simplest logistic detail caused enormous difficulties: for example, the
Soviets’ tools were metric and didn’t fit the American-manufactured
machinery in Cuba.

There were other disappointments. Much of the industrial equipment
bought from the Soviet bloc by Cuba had turned out to be shoddy and
outdated. Oscar Fernandez Mell recalled Che’s outrage over the crude file-
lathing machines he had purchased from Russia. “Che used to say: ‘Look at
the shit they’ve sold us!’” He was beset by a multitude of practical
problems. Che told Rojo that to get Cuba’s industrialization under way, he



needed to produce construction materials, but he had two large kilns
standing idle because they didn’t have firebricks. “We even have to
improvise screws,” he said. Textile plants had shut down because the thread
they were producing was of uneven quality. And so on. “Were I to draw a
conclusion about Guevara’s state of mind during those months,” Rojo
wrote, “I would say that the struggle was undermining his optimism. His
ingenuity seemed blunted, his spirit smothered under the mountains of
statistics and production methods.”

Alberto Granado thought that Che’s malaise was also due to his loss of
faith in the Soviet model he had embraced with such innocent fervor. Che
told Granado that he had been a skeptic about Marxism until his discovery
of Stalin when he was in Guatemala and Mexico. He had been bowled over
by what he read. “That was when he began to find a world that was not all
slogans and manifestos—an important world—and I think that intoxicated
him and made him feel that in the Soviet Union lay the solution to life,
believing that what had been applied there was what he had read about. But,
in 1963 and 1964, when he realized they had been tricking him—you know
Che couldn’t stand being lied to—then came the violent reaction.”

As Sartre had noted, the revolutionary honeymoon was over by late
1960, and that, in revolutionary terms, was a very long time ago. Che was
now, at the threshold of middle age, the father of four children and a
government minister at the pinnacle of his career in revolutionary Cuba. He
was less lighthearted, and he looked his age. He had shorn the long hair that
he had grown in the mountains and worn during the first year of the
revolution. He still wore the beret, but his face appeared puffy and swollen.
Despite what he had told Ricardo Rojo about cortisone giving him a heavier
appearance, he had gained weight. So had Aleida, who had grown plump
from her string of pregnancies.

Ever the iconoclast, Che steadfastly wore the shirt jacket of his olive
green uniform outside his trousers, with his belt on top. He was the only
Cuban comandante who refused to conform to the military dress code.
More often that not, he wore his trousers hanging loose, outside his boots,
instead of tucking them in. No one dared reproach him, of course. “Che es
como es,” his colleagues would say, with a shrug of their shoulders: “Che is
the way he is.”



When he was home, Che spent hours closeted in his austere little rooftop
office full of books. Its only adornments were a bronze bas-relief of Lenin,
a small bronze statue of Simo6n Bolivar, and a large framed photograph of
Camilo Cienfuegos. When people asked him why he didn’t take a break, he
gave work as an excuse. There was never very much time to be with Aleida
and the children. More often than not, duty called, and his trips away were
invariably long ones. He inspected factories, military units, cooperatives,
and schools; gave speeches; received foreign dignitaries; attended
diplomatic receptions. Whenever possible, he brought Aleida along to such
functions in Havana, but his workweek lasted from Monday through
Saturday, including nights, and on Sunday mornings he went off to do
volunteer labor. Sunday afternoons were all he spared for his family.

During these afernoons at home, Che would throw himself down on the
living room floor and play with his children and his dog, a German
shepherd named Muralla who also escorted him to the office. His eldest
child, Hildita, now almost eight, was usually there on weekends, and they
watched boxing matches and soccer games together on television,
pretending to place bets. Occasionally he stopped by to see Hilda. She
noted his extreme tiredness, and later recalled how he used to take their
daughter in his arms and tell her he wanted to take her on a trip with him
someday—but he never did.

At times, Che’s disciplinarian streak showed itself at home. Once, when
Aliusha had a tantrum, Che walked over and smacked her bottom. Her
wails increased. When her nanny, Sofia, tried to pick her up and comfort
her, Che said to leave the child alone so she would remember why she had
been punished. He was especially severe with his bodyguards, who lived in
an annex of the house. One of their fiancées recalled a time when Che made
Harry Villegas, his favorite, strip off his clothes before he was locked in a
closet as punishment for some misdemeanor. Che’s mother was visiting,
and she yelled at him, telling him to be more lenient. He told her to keep
out of it, that he knew what he was doing.

This was Che the Implacable, Cuba’s avenging angel and ultimate
political commissar, demanding the impossible of those around him but
above reproach himself because he lived up to his own severe dictates.
“Che had something of the missionary in him,” Manuel Pifieiro said. He



was respected and admired, despised and feared, but nobody was indifferent
to him.

Perhaps Che’s most controversial disciplinary innovation was
Guanacahabibes, a rehabilitation camp at the remote, rocky, and devilishly
hot westernmost tip of Cuba, where he dispatched transgressors from the
Ministry of Industries to undergo periods of self-effacing physical labor to
redeem themselves before returning to their jobs. The sanctions were
“voluntary,” and could last from a month to a year depending on the
offense, which was generally a matter of ethics. If someone had practiced
nepotism, intentionally covered up a mistake, or had an affair with a
comrade’s wife, he was called before Che, who gave offenders an
opportunity to accept their punishment—a stint at Guanacahabibes—or else
leave the ministry. If they did their time and showed that they had learned
the error of their ways, they could return with no black mark on their
record. If they refused, they were out of a job. In time, due to the excesses
of the camp’s comandante, Guanacahabibes acquired a sinister reputation, a
Cuban equivalent of a Siberian gulag.*

Another pet project of Che’s was the Ciro Redondo Experimental Farm
in Matanzas province. The Ciro Redondo was an agricultural cooperative
farm where mostly illiterate guajiros from his old sierra column lived and
worked communally according to his doctrine of moral incentives. He
insisted that they better themselves through schoolwork as well and had
assigned them a teacher. He often flew there to check up on their progress
in the little Cessna airplane he had learned to fly with his private pilot,
Eliseo de la Campa. He once took the economist Regino Boti with him to
the farm and tested some of the men on their reading comprehension. One
man did very badly and Che said, “Well, if you keep studying, maybe you’ll
get to be as smart as an ox in twenty years.” Then he turned on his heel. The
poor guajiro was so humiliated that he began to cry. Boti talked to Che,
persuading him that he had been wrong to be so cruel, that he should go
back and speak to the man, to lift his spirits.

Che’s tendency to be harsh often had to be tempered by a more
diplomatic companion or friend. He seemed to have little sense of the
intimidating effects his words could have on others. There were also some
comic incidents that served to remind him of his public celebrity, however.
He was a notoriously bad driver, and one day he rear-ended a car on the



seafront Malecén in Havana. The driver of the car got out, cursing the
mother and father of whoever it was who had hit him. When he saw it was
Che, he became cravenly apologetic. “Che, Comandante,” the man sighed.
“What an honor for me to have my car struck by you!” Then, caressing his
new dent, he announced that he would never have it repaired, but would
keep it as a proud reminder of his personal encounter with Che Guevara.

Such tales became enduring folklore in Havana. Most of the stories
concerned Che’s famous working hours; his hatred of adulones, or
“flatterers”; and his personal austerity. People speak of the time that Celia
Sanchez, Fidel’s great dispenser of favors, sent Aleida a new pair of Italian
shoes. When Che found out, he made Aleida return them. Did the average
Cuban wear imported Italian shoes? No. Then she couldn’t, either. When
they moved from their house on Calle 18 in Miramar to their new home in
Nuevo Vedado, Che discovered Aleida fixing decorative lamps. She
explained that she had taken them from their previous home, and he blew
up and ordered her to take them back. When one of the children was sick,
Aleida asked to be allowed to take the child to the hospital in Che’s car. He
refused, telling her to take the bus like everybody else. The gas in the car
belonged to “the people” and was intended for use in his public duties, not
for personal reasons.

When food rationing began, and one of his colleagues complained, Che
said that his own family was eating fine on what the government allowed.
The colleague pointed out that Che had a special food supplement. Che
investigated, found that this was true, and had the benefit eliminated. His
family would receive no special favors. Rumors circulated about how the
Guevaras often didn’t have enough to eat, and that Aleida had to borrow
money from the bodyguards to make ends meet. Timur Gaidar, a former
correspondent for Pravda in Cuba, claimed that a sympathetic Soviet
embassy official slipped some hors d’oeuvres into Aleida’s purse at a
diplomatic reception when he was sure Che wasn’t looking.

Che’s relationship with Aleida was a source of curiosity to many. He was
an intellectual, a scholar, and an assiduous reader of books. Aleida preferred
movies and social gatherings. He was austere and shunned the good things
in life. Aleida, like most people, appreciated them, and aspired to possess
some of the comforts enjoyed by most comandantes’ wives—even in
revolutionary Cuba. It was a constant bone of contention between them and



produced frequent arguments. Some Cubans close to them have drawn
comparisons between their relationship and that of Karl Marx with his
unintellectual wife, Jenny Westphalen. While Che had his head in the
clouds with his work, his philosophizing, and revolutionary theory, Aleida
kept the house running, the bills paid, and the children fed. She was fiercely
devoted to him. And, despite their differences, they enjoyed each other’s
company, had a strong physical attraction for each other, and, by all
accounts, were faithful. Both enjoyed an open, earthy repartee; at times it
was shared with others. Once, while he was visiting his mother-in-law’s
house in Santa Clara, she asked him if he wanted a bath. “Not if Aleida’s
not in it,” he quipped.

They were romantics at heart, although Che rarely showed this side of
himself in public. At night, in the privacy of their bedroom, he would recite
poetry to Aleida. This thrilled her. His favorite poet was Pablo Neruda.
Another thing they shared was bluntness of speech. If anything, Aleida was
less tactful and even more brutally honest than Che. If she didn’t like
someone, she would say so to his face. It was, Che used to say, one of the
things he liked about her the most. But the main reason Che loved Aleida,
their closest friends said, was that she provided him with a home,
something he’d never really had in the conventional sense. Che regarded his
father warmly but thought he was immature. (Aleida never had much time
for Ernesto senior and acknowledged that after Che’s death, they had a
public falling-out when she heard him tell a gathering that he was
responsible for inculcating Che’s early socialist leanings. She challenged
him, telling him it was a lie, and the old man never forgave her for that.) As
much as Che loved his mother, she had never been a physically
demonstrative woman. Just as in his adolescence he had gone to his aunt
Beatriz for some maternal attention, he sought it as a grown man from
Aleida. She recognized this need and responded by mothering him, dressing
him, and even bathing him.

Che was notoriously careless about his appearance. The reason he wore
his uniform shirt outside his trousers, with the web belt over it, Cossack-
fashion, with the top button undone, Aleida said, was that he suffered from
the high humidity in Cuba, which exacerbated his asthma. Health reasons
also explained why there were no carpets in their home or in his office. He
often sat on the floor—where numerous visitors to his office recall finding



him—because it was cooler there. Since Che disliked air-conditioning, the
solution they came up with for his office was to seal the windows tightly.

Such eccentricities added to the popular myth woven around Che in
Cuba. He was aware of it, and he seemed not to care. Indeed, Che stood out
in contrast to almost everyone around him. He didn’t like parties—a Cuban
national pastime—and rarely invited people to his home, or went to theirs,
for that matter. Orlando Borrego, one of his closest friends, said that Che
dropped by his house only once, although they lived just two blocks from
each other. In a country where the people love to dance, and sensual Afro-
Caribbean rhythmic music is the heart blood of the culture, Che liked to
listen to tangos, but was tone-deaf and didn’t dance. On a Caribbean island
with beautiful beaches, to which Cubans traditionally escape during the hot
summers, Che didn’t swim. In a country where rum is the time-honored
means of relaxing and passing the time with friends, Che didn’t drink. He
allowed himself red wine when it was available. Most Cubans do not like
wine. In a nation of coffee drinkers, where the average person punctuates
his or her day with little cups of hot, sweet espresso, Che vastly preferred
his native home-brewed yerba mate. Cubans love to eat roast pork, whereas
Che preferred a good grilled beefsteak. Cubans have a sense of humor that
is straightforwardly bawdy or scatological; Che’s was ironic, witty, and
acid. The one Cuban habit Che did indulge was smoking Havana cigars—
which was disastrous, of course, for his asthma. But even this he did with
singular determination, smoking the tabacos right down to the nub in order
not to waste anything that human labor had helped produce.

Despite his honorary Cuban citizenship and the passage of time, Che was
culturally still very much an Argentine. He liked to say, pointedly, that he
considered himself a “Latin American.” This fit into his scheme to unite the
nations of the hemisphere into a socialist fraternity. But his best friends, the
people he talked most freely to, such as Alberto Granado, were Argentines.
Granado was one of the few people who could criticize Che to his face and
get away with it. He challenged him on many things he saw as irreflexivo,
or overly rigid, in Che’s personality, and, although he had helped Che
recruit people for the Masetti expedition and evidently also served as his
liaison with some of the Venezuelan guerrillas, Granado actually disagreed
with Che’s belief in jump-starting revolutions in Latin America through



guerrilla warfare. It was an issue they argued over frequently, and never
resolved.

Granado recalled one conversation with Che in which he pointed out
what he believed was the fundamental difference between them. Che could
look through a sniper scope at a soldier and pull the trigger, knowing that
by killing him he was “saving 30,000 future children from lives of hunger,”
whereas when Granado looked through the scope, he saw a man with a wife
and children.

With his penchant for dance, drink, and good times, Granado fit right
into Cuban society, but Che never really did, and even Granado, who was
completely loyal to Che, conceded that his friend’s caustic nature rubbed
some Cubans the wrong way. To many, he seemed altogether too serious
about revolution, unrelentingly moralistic, and holier-than-thou. Although
many of his subordinates tried to emulate him—unsuccessfully, it must be
said—his austeridad was a constant reproof to his high-living and
philandering fellow revolutionaries.

In a country where many of the men had second and even third “wives”
simultaneously with their first marriage, sired children with several women,
and had affairs quite openly, Che was, by all accounts, steadfastly
monogamous in Cuba, despite the fact that woman flocked to him like
groupies to a pop star. One of his aides was at a social gathering where a
pretty young woman blatantly flirted with Che. Instead of being flatttered
and responding with gallantry or banter, Che primly scolded the woman,
telling her to behave herself. A friend recalled being with him at a dinner in
a foreign embassy. They had been seated with the ambassador’s daughter,
and it was implied that the young woman was available to Che. The
daughter, said Che’s friend, was so beautiful that any man would have
forgotten his marriage vows or any commitment to the revolution just to
sleep with her. Che was finding it difficult to resist. He finally turned to his
companion and whispered, “Find an excuse to get me out of here before I
succumb. I can’t bear any more.”

Che was always suspicious of anyone who did him an unsolicited favor,
seeing it as pandering or, worse, a symptom of moral corruption. A classic
example is the story of the time a new bodyguard brought Che his boots,
freshly shined. Che gave him a kick in the rear and called him a guataca, a
brownnoser. Then, when the humiliated soldier hurled the boots into the



street, Che punished him by docking his pay for a week. Yet Che’s devotion
to those who earned his trust was reciprocated by fanatical loyalty. Known
to everyone as los hombres del Che, they included bodyguards, accountants,
economists, and revolutionary fighters. Men such as Hermes Pefia, Alberto
Castellanos, and Jorge Ricardo Masetti had willingly left their jobs, wives,
and children to fight in his wars. He personified the revolution for them.

Vil

Masetti and his small band hacked their way through the northern Argentine
wilderness for two weeks in late June and early July 1963, trying to reach
their target area south of the town of Oran. Their path brought them up
against great jungle cliffs, and finally they gave up and returned to the farm
in Bolivia to recuperate before trying a different route. When they got back,
they discovered that much had changed. The Argentine military had
allowed elections to be held on July 7, and since the biggest voting bloc—
the peronistas—were not allowed to participate, most Argentines had
expected the candidate of the armed forces, the right-wing General
Aramburu, to win. Instead, the centrist Radical Party of the People’s
candidate, a respected sixty-three-year-old doctor from Coérdoba, Arturo
Illia, was elected by a slender majority.

The election results caused a crisis in the fledgling Ejército Guerrillero
del Pueblo (EGP). It was one thing to declare war on a military regime that
had illegally seized power, but quite another to wage war against a
democratically elected civilian president. “Our project disinte-grated just
like that,” Ciro Bustos recalled. “We spent a couple of days doing nothing,
with everything on hold.” Masetti decided to call the whole thing off.
Colomé Ibarra drove to La Paz to advise Havana through the embassy there,
and Federico Méndez was sent into Argentina to catch up with Jorge
Vazquez-Viaiia, the young Bolivian Communist who was coordinating
activities with a Trotskyite splinter group. Masetti wanted him to suspend
everything.

While Masetti and his men pondered what to do next, Che was in Algeria
to attend the first-anniversary celebration of the Algerian revolution. He
returned to Havana in time for the July 26 festivities, bringing with him



Algeria’s minister of defense, Houari Boumédienne, for a public display of
the alliance of Algeria and Cuba in the Afro—Asian—Latin American anti-
imperialist struggle. By then, Masetti had changed his mind again. Only
two days after sending Colomé Ibarra and Federico off with orders to
suspend operations, he had reanalyzed the Argentine elections and decided
to go ahead.

Masetti wrote what he called a “Letter from the Rebels” to President-
Elect Illia. After praising him for his reputation as a civic-minded man
worthy of respect, Masetti castigated Illia’s decision to “lower himself” and
play the military’s game by seeking office “in the most scandalous electoral
fraud in the history of the country.” He urged Illia to resign to restore his
reputation and to ally himself with the Argentines who wanted to be free of
the military, those “blackmailing gunmen and bodyguards for imperialism
and the oligarchy.” He announced that the EGP, which was armed and
organized, had gone into the mountains. “We are the only free men in this
oppressed republic ... and we won’t come down unless it is to do battle.” He
signed the letter “Segundo Comandante, Ejército Guerrillero del Pueblo,
July 9, 1963, Campamento Augusto César Sandino ... Revolucion o
Muerte.”

Masetti told Ciro Bustos to go after Federico and rescind the suspension
order. He was also to take the open letter to Illia and see that it was
published, then travel to cities in Argentina where he knew people and lay
the groundwork for an urban support network for the rebel force. For the
next several weeks, Bustos was on the move between Cordoba, Buenos
Aires, and his home city, Mendoza. He managed to have Masetti’s letter
published, but only in Compariero, a leftist peronista fringe publication,
where it made little impression. He was more successful in establishing a
support network. In Cordoba he approached a leftist academic he had
known since childhood, Oscar del Barco, a cofounder and editor of the
intellectual Marxist journal Pasado y Presente. Bustos revealed his mission
and asked for help. Within a day, del Barco had assembled a group of
people, mostly intellectuals and Communist Party dissidents like himself
who worked at Cordoba University’s Faculty of Philosophy and Letters.
Bustos outlined the EGP’s plan of action to them candidly. He told them
that the project had Che’s backing, that the core group had trained in Cuba
and Algeria, and that funds were not a problem. What they needed was



recruits, safe houses, urban contacts, and suppliers—in short, a clandestine
national urban infrastructure.

It was what these intellectuals had been arguing for—*“revolutionary
action”—a position that had earned them expulsion from the mainstream
Argentine Communist Party. Within days, they had begun to organize
enthusiastically, and before long a small but well-coordinated network was
being set up in half a dozen cities and towns across the country, from
Buenos Aires to Salta, with Cordoba as its center.

By now an important new personality had arrived at the guerrilla base—
José Maria “Papi” Martinez Tamayo, a Cuban army captain who was one of
the most valuable assets in Pifieiro’s intelligence apparatus. After serving
with Raul during the war, Papi had stayed in the military, and since late
1962 he had been Pifieiro’s envoy to various Latin American guerrilla
groups. He had joined Turcios Lima in Guatemala, served as an instructor
in Cuba for Tamara Bunke’s clandestine training, and helped train the
Argentine Trotskyite group of Vasco Bengochea. Good-looking, strong, and
energetic—“an impassioned conspirator,” Bustos remarked, “and a
stupendous guy”—Papi had come to see the foco through its initial stages
and help prepare the way for Che’s arrival. He took some of the load off the
hard-pressed Colomé Ibarra, who was acting not only as the group’s
permanent base commander but also as its liaison with Cuba’s embassy in
La Paz, handling communications, logistics, and arms supplies. With Papi
around to do some of these tasks, Colomé Ibarra could safeguard his cover
as a pioneering rural finquero. Over the coming months, Papi came and
went constantly, between Bolivia, Argentina, and Cuba.

By September, it seemed to be time to get moving. Curious Bolivian
policemen had already paid the farm a visit, no doubt having heard rumors
from locals about the unusual amount of traffic at the newly purchased
finca. Fortunately, there was only one road to the farm, and a car engine
could be heard long before it arrived; the police came, poked around, and
left, having seen nothing suspicious. In case they returned, a camp was built
for the fighters in the forest a short distance away.

When Papi brought Alberto Castellanos to the farm in late September or
early October, Masetti and his men were still there. Masetti had been in
Argentina exploring, and had returned to base. Scouts had to be extremely
careful and usually traveled by night, for the Argentine police of the



Gendarmeria Nacional, who had posts throughout the border area, patrolled
constantly, on the lookout for smugglers. The rural north was very sparsely
settled, and strangers, especially armed, bearded, and uniformed ones, were
soon noticed. Castellanos had orders to wait for Che, but seeing that one of
Masetti’s men was sick, and anxious to get into action himself, he asked
Masetti to take him on as a fighter. He wrote a note to Che explaining his
decision, and sent it back with Papi.

The group was still tiny. Besides the flap-eared, jovial Castellanos, who
became known to everyone as El Mono (The Monkey), there were only one
or two newcomers. In light of his initial success at organizing the urban
network, Masetti asked Bustos to assume the duty of liaison with the
outside and to begin enlisting volunteers. Among Bustos’s first recruits
were the Jouve brothers from a small town in Cérdoba province. Emilio and
Héctor were the sons of a French-Basque émigré builder of anarchist
leanings. Both in their early twenties and former members of the
Communist Youth, they had grown disenchanted with the Party’s inactivity
and had formed a small action group of their own in Cérdoba. They had
collected a few guns and had painted graffiti on walls, but had not done
much else. They jumped at the chance to go to the mountains when Bustos
showed up asking for volunteers. A doctor friend of Bustos, El Petiso
(Shorty) Canelo, drove the recruits north. A “bookstore” was opened in the
city of Salta as a cover for the storage and transport of supplies for the
guerrillas. Three more volunteers arrived from Buenos Aires.

By October, Masetti and his men had moved across the border and
installed themselves in a camp in the forest above the Rio Pescado, some
ten miles from the Argentine border town of Aguas Blancas. The camp lay
in the mountains just off the road from Salta, south of Oran. The little force
began to grow, and they hiked deeper into the hills looking for peasants to
engage in “armed propaganda.” This consisted of impromptu
consciousness-raising talks in which they explained that they had come to
liberate the peasants from poverty and injustice. But their first efforts were
discouraging.

“It was shocking,” Bustos recalled. “You couldn’t even call these people
campesinos. These lived in little bush clearings full of fleas and dogs and
snot-nosed kids, with no links to the real world, nothing. They didn’t even
live in the conditions of the Indians, who at least have their food, their



tribes and things. These people were really lost, marginalized. They could
hardly be called a social base for what we were trying to do. They were
experiencing problems that were real, but their misery was such that they
were completely ruined.”

The zone they had selected was sparsely populated, and to reach the
isolated settlers they had to hike for hours up and down steep jungle hills,
fording rivers in between. It was the rainy season and the rivers were
swollen, so they spent much of the time soaked to the skin. Their muscles
ached, their feet were blistered, and they were flea-bitten. Swarms of
mosquitoes plagued them. With so few farmers around, food was a
problem, and they depended entirely on provisions brought to them by truck
from the city. This was a task that had to be done carefully, so as not to raise
suspicion.

So far, the EGP could hardly be called an indigenous force. Without the
help of a peasant strongman such as Crescencio Pérez, who had provided
Fidel’s tiny rebel force with its first local guides, couriers, and fighters,
Masetti and his men were alien transplants on foreign soil. Most of his
volunteers were city boys, young middle-class university students impelled
by visions of becoming heroic guerrillas and creating a new utopian society.
A few had been through obligatory military service, were physically fit, and
could handle weapons, and some others adapted; but most were ill-equipped
to deal with the rugged terrain, the exhausting marches, the lack of food,
and the rigid military discipline demanded by Masetti.

The darker side of Masetti’s personality began to appear more and more
frequently. His frustration over the slow beginning, exacerbated by the
political transformation in Argentina, turned to a kind of simmering rage as
he led his greenhorn guerrillas fitfully around the sodden jungle. He
channeled his anger mostly against the newcomers who found it tough
going, contemptuously calling them pan blanco (white bread), and meting
out strict punishments for petty errors—extra guard duty, mule work
carrying supplies, and in some cases hunger diets for two or three days.
Hermes Peifia, the tough guajiro from Cuba’s Oriente and a veteran of war
and Che’s strict discipline, backed him up.

Masetti had his favorites, such as Héctor “El Cordobés” Jouve, whom he
made his political commissar at the same time that he assigned Bustos to
continue his role as the coordinator between the foco and the city. Jouve



was tall, physically fit, and had been in the military; he took to the guerrilla
life with ease. Those who didn’t, however, soon found themselves under
Masetti’s brutal scrutiny. Just as he had focused on the unlucky Miguel as
the object of his hostility in Algeria, Masetti now cast his gaze among the
youths who had joined him, watching for a new potential deserter. He soon
found him.

Adolfo Rotblat was a Jewish boy of twenty from Buenos Aires whom
they called Pupi. He suffered from asthma and began lagging behind on the
marches, complaining about the harshness of guerrilla life. It was obvious
he wasn’t cut out for it, but instead of letting him leave, Masetti dragged
him along. With every day that passed, Pupi’s physical and mental state
deteriorated. Soon he was completely broken.

When he rejoined the guerrillas in October for a few weeks, Bustos
found Pupi in a pathetic condition. He lived in a state of terror, wept, fell
behind in the marches, and slowed everyone down. Men had to be sent back
to drag him forward. The others were disgusted by him. “A process of
degradation began,” Bustos recalled. One day he went out with Pupi on a
reconnaissance hike and they became lost. Finally Bustos found his
bearings at a river, but Pupi refused to cross it. “He wanted me to kill him
right there,” Bustos said. “Finally I pulled out a pistol and put it against his
head and I made him walk like that, more or less by force ... kicking him in
the ass. I made him walk until night fell.” Unable to see well enough to
continue, they slept in the forest. Bustos tried to console Pupi, who was
deeply depressed. The next morning they set out again. Halfway to the
camp they found Hermes Pefia, who had been sent to look for them. Once
again, because of Pupi, the group had been held up.

A few days later, Masetti told Bustos, “Look, this situation is becoming
unbearable. No one can stand it anymore. Nobody wants to carry him, and
so a measure has to be taken that sanitizes the group’s psychology, that
liberates it from this thing that is corroding it.” Masetti had decided to shoot
him.

Masetti decided to kill Pupi the night three new volunteers arrived in
camp, and he selected one of them, Pirincho, a student from a wealthy and
aristocratic Buenos Aires family, to carry out the task. The way Bustos
understood it, Masetti wanted to harden Pirincho, whose gentle, diplomatic
personality bothered him. “He wanted hard fighters, guys of steel who



responded to him,” Bustos said. Pupi had been unwittingly prepared for his
execution—given tranquilizers and tied into his hammock, which was hung
a short distance from the camp. The others gathered. Masetti explained
what had to be done and ordered Pirincho to do it. Pirincho’s face told it all
—he was terrified—but he complied.

“Pirincho went ... and we heard the shot,” Bustos said. “Then he came
back, saying desperately, ‘He won’t die’ ... and so I go there and see he’s
got a bullet in the head. He is a dead guy but convulsing, and I decided to
end it.”

Bustos pulled out his pistol, fired a bullet into Pupi’s brain, and returned
to his comrades. Pirincho’s face showed that he was devastated by his
experience, but everyone else was in high spirits. “Suddenly there was
euphoria,” Bustos said. “It reminded me of when someone dies and
everyone feels the necessity to have a lunch and drink toasts. ... Segundo
[Masetti] handed out promotions and began making plans about moving to
another zone.”

It was November 5, 1963. The raison d’étre of the EGP had been
consecrated by bloodshed. But it was already too late. The gendarmeria had
picked up the rumors spreading among locals about a group of armed
strangers in the forests around Oran. Inquiries were made to local cattle
ranchers and rural storekeepers who had sighted them, and a suspicious
profile began to emerge; by the year’s end, there seemed little doubt that the
men in the forest were the same rebels who had sent the communiqué to
Illia. The security forces began making plans to infiltrate the area.

Papi told Masetti that he thought they were staying too long in one place,
that the zone they were in was not appropriate for building a guerrilla foco.
He proposed opening up a second front in the chaco region, east of the
Andean precordillera region they were installed in. Federico Méndez had
lived there for years and was well connected. For fighters, Papi suggested
activating Vasco Bengochea’s Trotskyite group in Tucuman province,
which he had trained in Cuba; Papi could be the military chief, and he
would take Héctor Jouve with him as the responsible politico.

Masetti angrily rejected the idea and accused Papi and Jouve of trying to
undermine his authority. “You’ve always wanted to be comandante,” he
told Jouve. “But I’m not going to let you—you’re staying here.”



Papi had brought one of Che’s hombres de confianza, Miguel Angel
Duque de Estrada, to the Bolivian base camp. He had been auditor
revolucionario, or judge, in the Escambray and the summary tribunal judge
in La Cabafia, and he was the Special Operations man at INRA. Duque’s
job was to wait at the farm until Che arrived, and then go into the battle
zone with him. Meanwhile, Alberto Castellanos had developed a bad throat
infection, and by December it became obvious that he needed an operation.
Their courier, Dr. Canelo, took him to Cordoba and arranged an operation.
For public purposes, Castellanos was Raul Davila, a Peruvian. He spent
Christmas and New Year’s in Cordoba, had his operation, and stayed on in
the city through the month of January, convalescing. During that time, Papi
showed up in Cordoba to inform Castellanos that Che wasn’t coming just
yet, and that Duque had been withdrawn from the farm and returned to
Havana. Che’s orders were for the group to “keep exploring ... not to recruit
peasants until we are ready to fight.”

IX

Back in Havana, the ground beneath Che was shifting. He had new
enemies, at home and abroad. The Sino-Soviet split was now fiercer than
ever, and both Beijing and Moscow were vying for the loyalty of the
world’s Communist parties. In Latin America, the race for influence had
caused open ruptures as pro-chino factions broke away to form their own
parties. Most of the Latin American Communist parties depended on
subsidies from Moscow for their survival and had quickly aligned
themselves with the Soviet Union. Put to the squeeze, the Cuban
government had finally abandoned its officially neutralist posture, with
Fidel himself implicitly supporting the Soviet position during his trip to the
U.S.S.R. in the spring of 1963. Khrushchev had treated him like a
conquering hero and Fidel had reveled in the acclaim. A joint Soviet-Cuban
declaration lauded Cuba as a fully recognized member of the socialist
community. Moscow formally pledged to defend Cuba’s “independence and
liberty,” while Fidel reaffirmed Cuba’s support for “socialist unity” and for
Moscow’s policy of peaceful coexistence with the capitalist West. It was a
rhetorical vote of support, more tepid than Khrushchev would have liked
but just enough to make the Chinese nervous without alienating them



completely. Fidel probably thought it was a fair trade, and he came home
laden with new Soviet economic commitments for Cuba. Just in time, for
Cuba’s economy was in dire straits. The 1963 sugar harvest, at less than 4
million tons, was the lowest in years, and the rest of the economy was
crumbling.

Che may have been the original architect of the Soviet-Cuban
relationship, but his call to armed struggle, his emphasis on rural guerrilla
warfare, and his stubborn determination to train, arm, and fund Communist
Party dissidents—even Trotskyites—over the protests of their national
organizations had led to a growing suspicion in Moscow that he was
playing Mao’s game. A KGB agent, Oleg Darushenkov, had been assigned
to stay close to Che since late 1962. His official cover duty in Havana was
as the Soviet embassy’s cultural attaché, but he also served as Che’s
Russian-language interpreter. His sunstroke-prone predecessor, Yuri
Pevtsov, had been withdrawn for health reasons after only a year in Cuba,
just before the missile crisis. Che’s own feelings about Darushenkov aren’t
recorded, but several people who were part of his inner circle at the time
expressed their belief—in off-the-record interviews—that Darushenkov was
a “provocateur” whose real mission was to spy on Che.

Many in the Kremlin, especially after the missile crisis, feared that
Cuba’s escalating support for guerrilla “adventures,” which everyone knew
was being spearheaded by Che, might drag the Soviet Union into a new
confrontation with the United States. “After the crisis, there was concern
over what the Cubans might do,” Giorgi Kornienko, Ambassador Anatoli
Dobrynin’s deputy at the Washington embassy during the crisis, said. “We
didn’t want our relations with the U.S. complicated further because of those
activities.”

Feder Burlatsky, a former adviser to Khrushchev, said that in senior
circles of the Soviet Central Committee, opinion was divided between
officials who supported Che and a more predominant group who distrusted
him. Burlatsky counted himself among the latter group. “We disliked Che’s
position. He became an example for adventurers, which could have
provoked a confrontation between the U.S.S.R. and the U.S.” Burlatsky
said the view that Che was a dangerous character took on added weight
because of his remarks after the missile crisis, when he told the Soviets that
they should have used their missiles. It was a sentiment that Fidel had also



expressed privately, but Che had said so publicly—and whereas Fidel soon
modified his rhetoric, few doubted that Che meant what he said. Che
echoed the sentiments of many Cubans, but his words were embarrassing
since they came from such a high-level revolutionary figure. More
pointedly, they echoed Beijing’s accusation that the Soviets had capitulated
to Washington.

“That’s why Che was seen as dangerous, as against our own strategy,”
Burlatsky said. “But there was still some sympathy for him,” he
acknowledged. “There was a romantic aura around him; he reminded
people of the Russian Revolution. ... Opinion was divided. ... Some
compared him to Trotsky, or to some of the Bolshevik terrorists. Advisers
of Khrushchev like [Mikhail] Suslov, who described themselves as
revolutionaries, had sympathy for Che.”

The opposition to Che took on real vigor with regard to his guerrilla
expeditions in Peru and Argentina. It was spearheaded by Victorio
Codovilla’s powerful Argentine Communist Party. Kiva Maidanek, an
eminent Soviet Communist Party analyst of Latin American affairs, was
well aware of the Argentine lobby in Moscow against Che, and its
repercussions. She said that the Argentine Party accused Che of being an
adventurer, pro-Chinese, and a Trotskyite. “This offended Che a great deal,”
Maidanek said. “But the view took on weight here, especially in the Latin
America section of the Central Committee. Anything to the left of the
Soviet line was considered pro-Chinese and pro-Trotskyite. The U.S.S.R.
began to incline toward the [Latin American] Communist parties.
Beginning in 1964, the Latin American area was seen less as a battleground
between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. and more as a war of influence between
China and the U.S.S.R.”

Che had continued to test the limits of Soviet tolerance. In September
1963, emboldened by Fidel’s Second Havana Declaration (decreeing the
inevitability of revolution in Latin America), which he had begun to cite as
the guiding philosophy of the Cuban revolution, Che had outlined his call
for continental guerrilla war in an ideologically refined sequel to his
Guerrilla Warfare how-to manual. The sequel was called “Guerrilla
Warfare: A Method.” In a rebuke to the Latin American Communist parties’
claims to leadership in the struggle of their countries, Che wrote, “To be the
vanguard of the Party means to be at the forefront of the working class



through the struggle for achieving power. It means to know how to guide
this fight through shortcuts to victory.” He bolstered his argument with a
quote from Fidel: “The subjective conditions in each country, the factors of
revolutionary consciousness, of organization, of leadership, can accelerate
or delay revolution, depending on the state of their development. Sooner or
later, in each historic epoch, as objective conditions ripen, consciousness is
acquired, organization is achieved, leadership arises, and revolution is
produced.”

Something palpably new had emerged in Che’s call to arms. There was
less reliance on the old Communist euphemism “armed struggle,” in favor
of the far more candid “violence.” “Violence is not the monopoly of the
exploiters and as such the exploited can use it, too, and, what is more, ought
to use it when the moment arrives. ... We should not fear violence, the
midwife of new societies; but violence should be unleashed at that precise
moment in which the leaders have found the most favorable circumstances.
... Guerrilla warfare is not passive self-defense; it is defense with attack. ...
It has as its final goal the conquest of political power. ... The equilibrium
between oligarchic dictatorship and popular pressure must be changed. The
dictatorship tries to function without resorting to force. Thus we must try to
oblige the dictatorship to resort to violence, thereby unmasking its true
nature as the dictatorship of the reactionary social classes.”

In order to outwit the Yankees, who would do all they could to divide,
conquer, and repress the rebelling peoples, the revolution in Latin America
must be of a continental nature. “The unity of the repressive forces must be
met with the unity of the popular forces. In all countries where oppression
reaches intolerable proportions, the banner of rebellion must be raised; and
this banner of historical necessity will have a continental character. As Fidel
stated, the cordilleras of the Andes will be the Sierra Maestra of Latin
America; and the immense territories which this continent encompasses will
become the scene of a life or death struggle against imperialism. ... This
means that it will be a protracted war; it will have many fronts; and it will
cost much blood and countless lives for a long period of time. ... This is a
prediction. We make it with the conviction that history will prove us right.”

The rich nation of Argentina had long been coveted by the Kremlin, and
leaders of theArgentine Communist Party received preferential treatment in
Moscow and wielded an unusual degree of influence over Soviet policy in



Latin America. With few exceptions, the other regional parties lent their
voices to the Argentine position, and by late 1963 their message was the
same: Che was intervening in their countries and had to be reined in.

“There was a whole group of comrades who were of the opinion that we
had to help the Cuban comrades become Marxists, true Marxists, because
they weren’t sufficiently prepared theoretically,” Nikolai Metutsov, Party
Secretary Yuri Andropov’s deputy in charge of relations with the non-
European socialist states, said. “Among some leaders in the Central
Committee department where I worked there was an opinion that we had to
embrace our Cuban friends as strongly as possible, to squeeze them so they
would not be able to breathe.” Metutsov, whose last foreign post had been
Beijing, was dispatched to Havana. “For me, for Andropov, for Khrushcheyv,
of course, and other members of the Politburo, the first thing was to clarify
the theoretical and ideological positions of the Cuban leaders,” Metutsov
said. It was imperative in particular, he said, to determine their positions on
what he called “the theoretical problems of the global revolutionary
process,” a euphemism for the rivalry between Beijing and Moscow.

Metutsov traveled to Cuba at the end of 1963 in a Soviet delegation led
by Nikolai Podgorny, president of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet.
When he spoke about his mission many years later, he made it clear that
neither Fidel nor Raul was really the issue. “We knew about the process by
which they had come to Marxism, how sincere their comprehension of
Marxism was. ... We knew that in essence Fidel was a liberal bourgeois
democrat, and we knew that his brother Raul was closer to the Communists
and was in the Party. Now, about Che Guevara: he seemed to me to be the
most prepared theoretically of all the political leadership.”

That, of course, was the problem. Che had been the guiding hand in
moving Fidel toward socialism, to his relationship with the Soviet Union,
and now he had become the revolution’s foremost revolutionary heretic, an
enfant terrible with international aspirations.

During his visit, Metutsov had many conversations with Che, but it was
one all-night talk they had together, early in January of 1964, that Metutsov
recalled in special detail. They sat talking until dawn in the library of the
Soviet ambassador’s residence and, when they had finished, took a swim
together in the pool. “The conversation began with a reproach by him,”
Metutsov recalled. “He said he had heard that in the Soviet Union, in the



Party Central Committee, Che Guevara was considered to be pro-Chinese,
that is, that he was the person proposing Maoist tendencies within the
leadership. And of course, this was the most acute question.” Metutsov said
that Che then began explaining why he wasn’t a Maoist. “I said, ‘Che,
believe me, someone is weaving a spiderweb. In our Party no such attitude
toward you exists; someone is trying to sow discord between us.’”

As he spoke, trying to reassure the younger man, Metutsov said he began
to experience a strange sensation. A jowly, beetle-browed man with huge
ears and pale blue eyes, Metutsov found himself “falling in love” with Che.
“I told him: “You know, I’m a little older than you, but I like you, I like
above all your looks.” And I confessed, I confessed my love for him
because he was a very attractive young man. ... [ knew his defects, from all
the papers, all the information we had, but when I was talking to him, when
we dealt with one another, we joked, we laughed, and we talked about less
than serious things, and I forgot about his defects. ... I felt attracted to him,
do you understand? It was as if [ wanted to get away, to separate myself, but
he attracted me, you see. ... He had very beautiful eyes. Magnificent eyes,
so deep, so generous, so honest, a stare that was so honest that somehow,
one could not help but feel it ... and he spoke very well, he became inwardly
excited, and his speech was like that, with all of this impetus, as if his
words were squeezing you.”

Snapping out of his romantic reverie, Metutsov said that as Che spoke,
he became convinced that he was sincere. “He said that according to his
ideological and theoretical convictions as a Marxist he was closer to us than
to the Chinese ... and he asked me to keep this in mind, to let my comrades
know that he was a true friend of the Soviet Union and the Leninist party.”

Still, Metutsov went away with an appraisal that escaped easy definition.
“Externally one could truly say that, yes, Che Guevara was contaminated by
Maoism because of his Maoist slogan that the rifle can create the power.
And certainly he can be considered a Trotskyite because he went to Latin
America to stimulate the revolutionary movement ... but in any case I think
these are external signs, superficial ones, and that deep down, what was
most profound in him was his aspiration to help man on the basis of
Marxism-Leninism.”

Che’s “peculiarity,” Metutsov noted, was his personal commitment to the
revolutionary cause. “He understood that his nickname, ‘Che,” had become



the expression of his personality. In our conversations I had the impression
that he knew that his portrait already hung on history’s walls, the history of
the national liberation movement. He was sufficiently intelligent to
understand this, without arrogance, and meanwhile he remained a normal
person, looking for ways with his comrades to build socialism in Cuba and
to make that historical portrait of his more relevant, more permanent.”

The issue of Che’s support for the armed struggle may have been a
source of worry for some of his comrades on the Central Committee, but
Metutsov denied that it was perceived as one by the Kremlin leadership or
by Khrushchev personally. “Was the Soviet Union interested in developing
the global revolutionary movement? Yes. So what was wrong if Cuba
helped and lent its portion of support? It all went into the same piggy bank.”

Even as Metutsov and Che had their nocturnal conversation, Fidel was
preparing to make a return visit to the Soviet Union. On January 2, 1964, on
the fifth anniversary of the revolution and the eve of his trip, he gave a
lengthy address to the Cuban people. He spoke with enthusiasm about the
future of Cuba’s economy and lauded Cuba’s partnership with the Soviet
Union. He reiterated Cuba’s support for the policy of peaceful coexistence
and Cubans’ desire to live in peace with any country, whatever its political
system, including the United States. Fidel’s speech was clearly intended for
American ears. Only two months earlier, he and President Kennedy had
been edging toward a behind-the-scenes détente, sending exploratory
messages back and forth with a view to normalizing relations, when
Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas.* He was sending a clear signal that he
hoped the new American president, Lyndon Johnson, would resume the
abruptly severed initiative.

Fidel came back from Moscow with a generous new six-year, 24-million-
ton sugar agreement in one hand, and a joint Soviet-Cuban communiqué in
the other. This time, he had gone all the way; Cuba and the Soviet Union
rejected “factional and sectarian activity” in the world Communist
movement; they agreed on Moscow’s terms for unity; and, pointedly, Cuba
was “ready to do whatever is necessary to establish good neighborly
relations with the United States of America, based upon the principles of
peaceful coexistence.” Khrushchev praised this new Cuban “orientation,”
which would help “consolidate peace and relax international tensions.”



To Maurice Halperin, an American political scientist and economist who
was then teaching in Cuba at Che’s invitation, the document Fidel had
signed in Moscow was unequivocal. “The endorsement of the Soviet ‘line’
vis-a-vis China was enormously strengthened by Fidel’s signature on a
document enjoying the status of a joint communiqué,” he said. At the same
time, “The message to the United States—and to Latin America, for that
matter—was clear: Castro offered to negotiate an accommodation with
Washington, Khrushchev approved, and the unavoidable inference for Latin
America was that Castro was prepared to abandon the Latin American
revolution for the sake of an accommodation.”

Of course, like most of Fidel’s passionately stated “positions,” it was a
public posture, one he would revise before long, and then continue to revise
in future years. As for his affirmation of support for peaceful coexistence, it
was largely intended as a statement of intent to use as a bargaining chip in
hoped-for negotiations with Washington. At that very moment, Cuban arms
and personnel were directly involved in a number of conflicts in Latin
America and at least one in Africa. Masetti’s men were prowling the Oran
jungle, Héctor Béjar’s guerrilla column was busily reinfiltrating Peru, and it
had been only two months since Venezuelan authorities had captured a
shipment of 300 tons of weapons sent from Cuba for the guerrillas there.
Cuba’s former revolutionary police chief, Efigenio Ameijeiras, and other
Cuban military men were in Algeria, secretly helping command an armored
battalion in the border war that had broken out with Morocco.

To Che, the term “peaceful coexistence” was anathema, mere
appeasement of the imperialist system dressed up in diplomatic language.
For the moment, he kept his mouth shut, but there was no longer any doubt
that his and Fidel’s paths had begun to diverge. Fidel’s goal was to
consolidate Cuba’s economic well-being and his own political survival, and
for that he was willing to compromise. Che’s mission was to spread the
socialist revolution. The time for him to leave Cuba was drawing near. He
put great store in Jorge Ricardo Masetti’s abilities to give him the
opportunity to do just that.



In February, 1964, Alberto Castellanos returned to the “war zone” from
Cordoba. He was overweight and out of shape after spending a month in the
city drinking beer and eating well. On the six-hour hike up to the guerrilla
camp he fainted three times. When he arrived, he learned that Masetti had
decided that the EGP was going to become active. The guerrillas were
going to dar un pingazo—stick the dick in hard. The moment was timed to
coincide with the second anniversary of the military coup that had toppled
Frondizi: March 18.

Masetti’s authoritarian streak had by then become frightening, his
paranoia about potential deserters pathological. He was persecuting Henry
Lerner, a young medical student from Cérdoba who had arrived in camp the
night of the execution of Pupi Rotblat. Lerner, like Rotblat, was a Jew, but
at the time he didn’t think there was a connection. The son of a veteran
Communist, and a doctrinaire self-described Stalinist at the time, he was
proud of his fortitude and conviction, and he expected military discipline.
But as Masetti’s remarks toward him became increasingly hostile, and as he
was singled out for especially punishing assignments, Lerner began to
realize that Masetti thought he was inadequate as a guerrilla and was trying
to break him. He despaired.

At Christmas, the urban network had sent up a pile of delicacies for the
guerrillas, and after dinner Lerner sat against a tree, smoking a cigarette and
feeling nostalgic. His thoughts had turned to his family and the wife he had
left back in the city, when Masetti crept up behind him. “Hey, what are you
thinking about?” Masetti demanded. When Lerner told him, Masetti said:
“So, you’re planning to desert, aren’t you?” Lerner had heard about El
Fusilado, and of course Pupi had been executed the night he arrived. In
Masetti’s view, to be suspected of even thinking about desertion was
punishable by death.

Ciro Bustos noticed the tension on his trips back to camp and became
alarmed; he could see another “Pupi situation” developing. Lerner talked to
Bustos privately and asked for his help. Bustos interceded, telling Masetti
he was wrong; Lerner was a good cuadro, committed to the cause, and
definitely not a potential deserter. He urged Masetti to give Lerner a chance
to prove himself, and Masetti finally agreed. He told Lerner to monitor the
behavior of two other fighters he had singled out for punishment. One,
Nardo, was a new arrival whose real name was Bernardo Groswald. He was



a nineteen-year-old Jewish bank clerk from Cordoba. He had almost
immediately fallen apart in the harsh jungle and was exhibiting the same
symptoms of distress that had finished off Pupi. Lerner had guided Nardo
on his first hike up to the camp, and he recalled that the young man clearly
had no idea what he was getting into. “Nardo asked if we gave talks, if we
had meetings ... as if he was coming to some kind of flower show,” Lerner
said. “He was done for after two days. He had flat feet, was frightened of
going down slopes, and he began animalizing. It was truly repellent, and as
the days went by he began physically to look more like an animal. To go
down a hill he went down on his ass, walked on all fours. ... He was dirty,
unclean, and he was punished, given the hardest jobs, that kind of thing.”

The other detainee under observation was “Grillo” Frontini, a
photographer and the son of a well-known and affluent portefio lawyer.
Grillo had been in charge of coordinating things for the EGP in Buenos
Aires but had been profligate and careless with the organization’s money.
Masetti had ordered Bustos to bring him to the mountains to be tried. He
placed both young men under “arrest.” Lerner was to guard them at a
bivouac in the forest for a week. He was to watch them, talk to them, and
determine whether or not they were trustworthy; depending on what he
reported back, there would be a summary trial to decide their fates.

Masetti saw enemies all around him. He had become emotionally
unpredictable. One moment he was euphoric, and the next he would plunge
into a deep depression that could last for days. His sciatic nerve, injured in
Algeria in his competitions with El Fusilado, hurt him terribly. Bustos was
especially concerned for the fate of Nardo, and he said that he begged
Masetti not to do anything until he could make arrangements for Nardo to
be evacuated. He would find some people who could be trusted on a farm
where Nardo could be kept in custody until it was safe to release him.
Masetti promised he would wait.

Meanwhile, Pirincho had left on a special mission. He hadn’t been the
same since killing Pupi but had managed to conceal his anguish effectively.
Having won Masetti’s trust, he persuaded Masetti to let him return to
Buenos Aires. A Cuban agent was supposed to arrive in Uruguay with a
shipment of arms, and Pirincho was to meet him and smuggle the arms
across the Rio de la Plata in his family’s yacht. Masetti wanted the arms for
his new plan of action. The CGT, Argentina’s huge peronista-dominated



workers’ confederation, was planning a general strike against the Illia
government, which had given organized labor the cold shoulder. Masetti’s
idea was to get arms to Vasco Bengochea’s group and launch a series of
coordinated lightning attacks against rural military targets in the area where
the provinces of Salta and Tucuman joined. The EGP could advertise its
presence and show support for Argentina’s workers at the same time. The
guerrillas would then escape, moving over the Andean cordillera to a new
base of operations to the south; Masetti had already carried out some initial
exploration of the route. Their disappearance would throw off the security
forces by creating the impression that the guerillas were a much bigger
force than they really were. It was a tactic Fidel and Che had employed with
success in the early days of the sierra war, and Masetti wanted to apply it
now.

He was also anxious to get organized. In February, he asked Bustos to
make contact with Pirincho in the city and find out how the preparations for
the transfer of arms were going. Bustos went to Buenos Aires and arranged
a meeting with Pirincho. Pirincho didn’t show up. They arranged another
encounter: another no-show. Finally, Pirincho agreed to meet Bustos in the
Belgrano train station. When Bustos arrived, he saw that Pirincho, clearly
afraid of being marked for an “extreme measure,” had taken precautions.
Not only had he selected a public place to meet; he had several watchful
friends stationed nearby, staking out the exits.

“Pirincho told me he had agreed to meet to give me an explanation,”
Bustos recalled. “He wanted to explain why he wasn’t going back because
he knew I would understand. Then he told me the whole story, about his
breakdown, about how he had lost faith because of the murder of Pupi, and
about how he knew the guerrilla thing went beyond the personality of
Segundo, and that that was what he respected and would maintain loyal to.
He said, ‘I want to get out of here. I’'m going to Europe. ... I give my word I
won’t say anything to anyone.’”

While Bustos was away, Masetti broke his promise about Nardo. After
spending his week with Nardo and Grillo, Lerner had returned with them to
camp and reported to Masetti on their behavior. Grillo was “recuperable,”
but there was “nothing to be said” about Nardo, whose behavior had
worsened.



“Totally broken, he didn’t talk,” Lerner recalled. “He got down on all
fours, he dragged himself, poor thing, he wept, he masturbated. That was
how he cleaned himself, like a primitive form of hygiene.”

Masetti ordered a trial for Nardo. Federico was the prosecutor, Héctor
was the defense lawyer, and Hermes played the role of tribunal president.
Lerner recalled that they all sat around, “like a chorus.” Lerner’s memory
blocked out much of the trial, which lasted ten or fifteen minutes, but he
remembered feeling that Nardo had “decided to inculpate himself” because
he said nothing to rebut the charge that if they freed him and he was caught
by the police, he would tell all he knew.

The verdict was, of course, a foregone conclusion and was quickly
delivered. “He was condemned to death,” Lerner said, “told that he would
be shot by a firing squad, for not complying with the revolutionary laws.”
Masetti decided that he would be shot at dawn the next day, February 19,
and that the newest volunteers would form the peloton de fusilamiento, to
toughen them up.

The grave was dug and Nardo was shot beside it. Lerner stood to one
side watching. At the last minute, when the order to fire came, he saw
Nardo swell out his chest. “He looked straight ahead, he didn’t tremble, he
didn’t fall on his knees, he didn’t ask for anything,” Lerner recalled.
Afterward, nobody said a word. “We all tried to hide from ourselves,”
Lerner said. Masetti acted as if nothing had happened. “Nardo was buried,
his grave covered over, life went on.”

The veil of suspicion that had hung over Lerner was now lifted and
Masetti’s treatment of him improved. It was only many years later that he
came to grips with the fact that he himself had come very close to becoming
one of Masetti’s victims. Lerner reflected on the fact that he, Miguel, Pupi,
and Nardo were all Jews, and he wondered about Masetti’s political origins
as a student member of the ultranationalist and anti-Semitic Alianza
Libertadora Nacionalista.

When Bustos arrived back in camp he was upset about Nardo, but there
was little to be done about it. They had bigger problems. He told Masetti
about Pirincho’s desertion, but Masetti refused to believe him. Pirincho was
one of his golden boys; he wouldn’t desert. He knew Pirincho had a
problem with his girlfriend—surely that was all it was—and Bustos had



misunderstood him. He ordered Bustos to return to Buenos Aires and bring
Pirincho back with him. But it was too late, and not only for Pirincho, who
had, as promised, left for Europe and vanished. It was also too late for the
Ejercito Guerrillero del Pueblo. A few days after Bustos left again for the
city, five new volunteers arrived, forwarded by a dissident Communist
Party cell in Buenos Aires. Two of them were undercover agents for the
Argentine DIPA, the secret police. Their orders were to infiltrate the EGP,
find its base, and return with information.

The DIPA agents’ infiltration coincided with the gendarmerias’ detection
of the guerrillas’ location. The group’s supplier and courier in Salta, the
young and cultured Enrique Bolini-Roca, had simply not been a believable
provincial bookstore owner; he made too many unexplained trips out of
town in his camioneta, and he was also too handsome for his own good.
The local women chased him: he attracted attention. The gendarmes soon
had the remote spot he drove to on the Salta-Oran road staked out. Now
they sent their first reconnaissance patrol into the forest.

Almost immediately, the soldiers stumbled into a group of guerrillas at
the small supply camp where provisions were stored before being
dispatched up to the main group in the mountains. Among them were
Castellanos, Lerner, Grillo Frontini, and another guerrilla known as El
Marqués. They claimed they were hunters, looking for wild turkeys in the
bush. Nobody believed them. The two DIPA agents were also captured, but
soon told the gendarmes their identity and what they had learned. More
patrols were sent in, and gradually the EGP began to fall.

By April 18, Che’s advance patrol had been liquidated. Hermes was
dead, ambushed by a patrol at a peasant’s house. With him died Jorge, a
philosophy student; their peasant host; and one of the ambushing soldiers.
The rest of the guerrillas split up and tried to find a way across the
mountains. They climbed and climbed. Before long they were in the cloud
forest high in the mountains, at an altitude of more than 10,000 feet. They
had no food. They could barely see because of the fog. Three of the
newcomers died of starvation in their sleep.

Masetti, barely able to walk because of his injured back, was with Oscar
Atilio Altamirano, one of the Argentine recruits; Héctor Jouve; and Antonio
Paul. He sent Héctor and Antonio back to find the others. As they climbed
down the mountain, Antonio fell off a high cliff above a river; Héctor tried



to catch him and fell, too. Antonio hit the rocks and broke his neck. Héctor
hit the water. He crawled over to where Antonio lay, gave him an injection
of morphine, and stayed with him until he died.

Within a few days the remaining survivors were captured. Bolini-Roca
and other members of the urban underground were caught and arrested in
Jujuy, Oran, and Buenos Aires. Bustos and the members of the Cordoba
network went into hiding, fleeing into Uruguay. Abelardo Colomé Ibarra
made it back to Cuba undetected.

Nothing more was heard of Masetti and Atilio. Gendarmes combed the
forest for them but came back empty-handed. By the end of April, there
were eighteen men in Oran’s prison, among them Castellanos, Lerner,
Frontini, and Federico and Héctor Jouve. The group was hermetic and
unrepentent. They acknowledged and defended their revolutionary goals,
but kept silent about their Cuban links and even managed to keep the true
identity of Che’s bodyguard, Alberto Castellanos, a secret.

The Cuban connection was soon uncovered, however. Hermes’s diary
was found, and, from the slang terms he used, police were able to determine
that the dead man had been a Cuban. The Argentine security forces checked
the origin of the arms seized and learned that their Belgian FAL automatic
rifles were from a shipment sold by Fabrique Nationale to Cuba. Some
dollars found on the guerrillas were also traced back to Cuba. As for their
Soviet-issue weapons, Cuba was the only country in the hemisphere that
these could have come from.

The press speculated. Was Che Guevara the driving force behind the
EGP? When Hermes Pefia was revealed to have been one of his
bodyguards, the connections were easily made. When the missing
Comandante Segundo was identified as Jorge Ricardo Masetti and Che paid
public homage to him as a “heroic revolutionary,” the question became
academic.

But neither Che nor anyone else involved in the adventure confirmed
anything more specific than that. The whole episode of the “guerrillas of
Salta” remained something of an enigma, a small incident that was quickly
overtaken by larger, more dramatic events. Only a handful of people knew
how important the episode had been to Che, or that Masetti’s failure had
altered the course of Che’s life and of history.



Masetti was never found, and his surviving companions believe there are
only three possible explanations regarding his fate. One theory is that when
Masetti realized it was all over, he and Atilio committed suicide. The
second is that they starved to death. The third is that the gendarmes did find
them, stole the estimated $20,000 Masetti had in his possession, and then
murdered both men to keep the secret.

Before long, the guerrillas were brought to trial. They had a good team of
lawyers, including Grillo’s father, Norberto Frontini; a left-wing lawyer
from Cordoba named Horacio Lonatti; Ricardo Rojo; and Gustavo Roca—
but all the defendants received prison sentences, ranging from four to
fourteen years. Federico Méndez was given the longest sentence for his role
as the prosecutor in Nardo’s execution; Héctor Jouve was given a dozen
years for his part in the same trial. Castellanos and Lerner were each given
sentences of five years. Their sentences would be appealed, but little could
be done for them immediately.

Che was devastated and bewildered by the news of his foco’s
nightmarish collapse. He learned about it while traveling in Europe, where
he had gone to speak at the UN Conference on Trade and Development,
which was held in Geneva at the end of March 1964. Afterward, he traveled
to Paris, where Gustavo Roca met him and informed him of the unraveling
disaster.* After stopping briefly in Algiers and Prague, he returned to Cuba,
arriving on April 18, the same day Hermes was Kkilled. As the weeks passed
and Masetti wasn’t found, Che knew he was probably dead. It was a
personal tragedy as well as a major setback to his carefully laid plans to
launch the armed struggle in Argentina. Not only had Che lost two of his
closest disciples—Hermes and Masetti—but it was obvious that they hadn’t
heeded his warnings and had committed a number of errors that led to their
discovery.

Few people realized the depth of Che’s longing for his homeland. An
Argentine journalist, Rosa Maria Oliver, thought she had caught a glimpse
of his feelings during a conversation they had in February 1963. They had
been sipping mate together and talking nostalgically about their country
when suddenly Che struck his knee with his hand and exclaimed, almost
imploringly, “Enough: Let’s not talk about Argentina anymore.”

“Why, if you love it so?” Oliver asked.



“For that very reason ...”

Not long after the news of Masetti’s disappearance, Alberto Granado
went to see Che at his office. He looked depressed. Trying to cheer him up,
Granado said, “Che, what’s the matter, you’ve got the face of a dead dog.”
Che answered, “Petiso, here you see me, behind a desk, fucked, while my
people die during missions I’ve sent them on.”

Che continued talking, wondering out loud why Hermes, an experienced
guerrilla, hadn’t followed his instructions to keep on the move. The group’s
mistake had been to stay in one place long enough for the Argentine
gendarmes to find them. Continual movement was a cardinal rule of
guerrilla warfare, and Hermes should have known better, even if Masetti
didn’t. That was why Che had sent him along, to lend a guerrilla veteran’s
instincts and expertise to the mission, and it hadn’t helped.

The failure of the guerrillas of Salta was a watershed for Che. Once
again, “good” but inexperienced men had failed trying to test his theories of
guerrilla warfare. It was plain that he would have to demonstrate personally
that his ideas could work. Just as the Cuban revolution had been able to
count upon Fidel as a figure to rally around and unite disparate
revolutionary forces into an effective fighting machine, the success of the
continental revolution depended upon the physical presence of a recognized
leader, and he was it.



Che and Fidel in 1964.



