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Abstract 

A person’s life is shaped by the world around him.  It is the purpose of this paper to 

show how the early events of Ernesto Guevara shaped both his views on life and actions 

throughout his life.  He is now considered to be one of the major revolutionary leaders of our 

time.  Yet, Che was not just created out of a vacuum.  The events of his early life were the major 

catalyst needed to create this revolutionary.  It was his two trips through South America on a 

motorcycle that propelled him to fight for change for the rest of his life.  The economic and 

social plight of South America demanded change.  On these trips one can see Che’s political and 

revolutionary ideas take shape through his journals, letters, and speeches.   Che became one of 

the major influential figures extending that change.  
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Introduction 

 Even person on this planet must decide what he is going to do with his life.  This has 

been true since the beginning of time.  Although the choices and options have become more 

complex since the beginning, the fact remains that we, as humans, have a choice.  Some people 

will choose to become a product of the environment that has created them.  Others will rebel 

against that path and instead shape the environment around them.  The question is, who are 

the people who rebel and why do they ultimately make that decision? 

Ernesto Guevara, also later known as Che Guevara, has become a legend ever since his 

death in Bolivia in 1967.  He was kind enough to leave the world with many journals and 

speeches from his life.  Yet, no one can truly understand what went through Che Guevara’s 

mind in his life.  Many people have published books claiming to have that knowledge through 

extensive research of his journals and speeches.  They might have well-informed opinions on his 

thoughts, but the fact remains that his subjective experiences in life will always be his own.   

That is not to say that we cannot learn many things from Che.  The biggest lesson we 

can learn from him is one of change.   The conditions of the people of South America were 

much more difficult than the industrialized North.  Many South Americans worked long hours 

for little money.  Some of them lacked the ability to provide themselves with food and health 

care.   Che was fortunate enough be raised in what we would call an upper-middle class family.  



5 
 

Although he was born into good conditions, he still found the lives of those around him to be so 

bleak that he gave up his career as a doctor to become a revolutionary leader. 

It was on his first two trips, on a motorcycle, through much of South America that he 

stepped away from the life of an upper class South American citizen.  Without these trips 

people probably never would have heard of Che. 

Che saw the root of the problem of South America directly falling upon the hands of his 

American neighbors to the North.  The United States’ capitalist economic system had 

completely destroyed the economies of all of South America.  South America supplied the 

United States with raw materials it needed to fuel its many factories.  The United States made 

sure that the countries of South America would not industrialize.  They did this by placing 

government officials with United States’ interests in charge of South American countries.  The 

United States also put harsh trading regulations on countries that did not comply with their 

interests.  

It was with Fidel Castro’s revolution in Cuba that Che first saw his chance to begin the 

change that must occur in South America.   Fidel Castro led a revolutionary army into Cuba to 

overthrow a puppet leader that had been put in place by the United States.  It was these 

puppet leaders and economic imperialism that were at the root of Cuba’s problem. 

Yet, even after the victory of Fidel’s revolution, Che was not satisfied.    Che next went 

to the Congo, where he trained a new army.  It was Che’s theory that if enough of these small 

revolutions occurred, the rest of the world would follow suit and a worldwide revolution would 

begin.   
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It was his passion and conviction for change that comes across in Che’s writings that 

make him so popular with the young people of today.  Yet, Che would never have wanted to 

become the icon that he is now.  He would have much rather have had his ideals live on in 

others and have his revolution live on after his death.   

One of the major problems with Che’s revolutions was he was to iconic to them.  When 

Che eventually was killed in Bolivia, although the revolution did not abruptly end, it lost 

direction.  Che believed that, like Bolivia, other revolutions would soon sprout, and capitalism 

would fail.1 

The important question that this paper will address is how such a man came to be.  Is a 

man born to become a great revolutionary leader, or is it the world around him that shapes a 

man’s life?  It is the point of this paper to show that although Che had an exceptional mind, the 

events in his early life, including his two motorcycle trips across South America, were the major 

influence in shaping the revolutionary Che’s life.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
  Ernesto Guevara, The Internationalization of the Revolution: the Road to Vietnam: The Legacy of Che 

Guevara, ed. Donald Hodges (Great Britain: Thames and Hudson, 1977), 88-89. 
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Che’s Childhood 

  

 Che’s early life is not what you would expect from a man who would eventually die 

fighting a guerilla war.  He was born June 14, 1928 to his father, Ernest Guevara Lynch, and his 

mother, Celia de la Serna.    Che’s great grandfather had been one of the richest men in South 

American history, but the money had been all but lost by the time that Che was born.  Instead 

Che’s father was involved in numerous businesses.  When Che was born, his father had just 

changed careers from the yacht business to investing in the tea industry.   

 Che’s family never seemed rich in the early years, but Che’s father always found time to 

go horseback riding and on cruises.  Somehow the family not only found a way to get by, but 

also found a way to get by in style.   

By the time that Che was two, a lifelong illness surfaced that would plague him until his 

death.  A young, two year old Che and his mother went for a swim in the early months of the 

Argentinean winter.  That night Che had an awful coughing fit.  The doctor told his mother that 

Che had devolved asthma which led to bronchitis.   

 Che’s family was instructed to take him to a dry climate until his bronchitis was cured.  

The problem was Che’s asthma interfered with his natural ability to fight off his bronchitis.  This 

caused Che’s family to be constantly on the move, trying to find the right environment to cure 
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Che of his illness.  His father became frustrated because he could not conduct any business 

because of the health of his child.2 

 Che’s struggle with asthma continued throughout the rest of his life, but the family 

eventually got it under control by the time he was nine years old.  It was because of Che’s 

asthma that he did not go to school full time until the age of nine.  During those years between 

five and nine, Che and his mother developed a special bond.  Che’s mother taught him how to 

read and write.  It was this time together that created the tight bond between the two that led 

to them keeping close correspondence with each other for all of their lives.  It is this 

correspondence which gives one an insight into Che’s life during his transition from doctor to a 

guerilla fighter.   

 Even as a child Che was a competitive boy.  He enjoyed playing soccer, tennis and golf.  

His family was reluctant to let him partake in such activities with good reason.  Che’s friends 

would have to sometimes carry him home wheezing and coughing from their games.  This 

would be similar to how his soldiers would have to carry him around from camp to camp in the 

jungle during Che’s guerilla conflicts.   

 Che was not the hardest working student in his classes.  His grades were normally 

deemed to be merely satisfactory.  Yet, his classmates were all aware of Che’s sharpness in 

class.  His abilities were far greater than he cared to show in school.  It was probably a lack of 

motivation that led Che to “underperform” as a young student.  3 

                                                           
2
Anderson, Che Guevara: A Revolutionary Life, (New York: Grove Press 1997), 1-13. 

3
  Anderson, Che Guevara: A Revolutionary Life, 13-21. 
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 Che’s asthma might have been one of the keys to his being such a smart child.  Che had 

a lot of downtime throughout his early childhood because he was constantly sick.  He had little 

to occupy his time other than reading.  It is quite possible that without Che’s illness, he would 

have never had the same opportunities for learning.   

 Early in his youth people were instilling a political awareness in Che’s consciousness.  

Che’s father made it his responsibility to educate his son on the events taking place in South 

America.  It was the Spanish Civil War that first caught Che’s attention.  His family took an 

active stance against fascism, and it was with this solidarity in his family that Che began to 

create his own political identity.   

 It was not long after the Spanish Civil War that WWII broke out.  Che’s father feared an 

eventual Nazi invasion of Argentina and became a rabid anti-Nazi.  Che’s father noted that all of 

Che’s free time outside of school and sports was spent with his anti-Nazi group. 4  Although Che 

began to form his political identity, it would be wrong to think of the young Che as an avid 

politician.  His classmates would describe him as politically uninterested.   

 Che continued his interest in reading throughout his teenage years.  His grades 

remained merely satisfactory.  He was blessed with his parents having a large library.  He read 

books ranging from Freud to Jack London and even an abbreviated edition of Das Kapital, 

although he would admit in later years that he had not understood it at the time.5 

It was not until Che had a philosophy class that he really started to excel in school.   He 

attained very good and excellent marks for the first time.  It was also with this class that Che 

started reading more Marx and eventually Lenin.  Che graduated from high school shortly after 

                                                           
4
  Anderson, Che Guevara: A Revolutionary Life.  23. 

5
  Anderson, Che Guevara: A Revolutionary Life. 37. 
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taking his philosophy course.  He was going to become an engineer but decided to become a 

doctor after the sudden death of his grandmother.6   It is also possible that Che wanted to 

become a doctor to find a cure for his own asthma which had plagued him all his life. 

In Che’s first year at the university, he was called up by Argentina’s military draft.  

Although a quick screening showed that Che had severe asthma and would not be fit for battle.  

This is very ironic because Che would spend a good portion of his life leading military troops in 

guerilla warfare.7   

By this time it was 1948.  World War II had ended, and the Cold War was starting to take 

a hold of the world.  Argentina was being pressured by the United States to join in a global 

defense union against communism.  America had just adopted the Truman Doctrine, which had 

a harsh anti-Communist outline.8 

It was during this time that Che first started to really show his hatred for the United 

States.  The US was at an imperial high, aggressively pursuing its own combined economic and 

strategic interests in South America, with little concern for its affects on the people of the area.  

The United States saw the entire world as a battleground against communism.  If the United 

States was not influencing the actions of a country, it felt that the country would be eventually 

controlled by Soviet interests.9 

Che was doing well in school, but it seemed his interests were elsewhere.  He found the 

most freedom when traveling away from home.  He would hitch rides from trucks and then chip 

                                                           
6
  Anderson, Che Guevara: A Revolutionary Life, 42. 

7
  Anderson, Che Guevara: A Revolutionary Life, 45. 

8
              Anderson, Che Guevara: A Revolutionary Life,   53 

9
  IBID 
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in by helping their owners unload their cargo as payment.  These trips gave Che a feeling of in- 

dependence and were the precursor for his two longer trips across South America.   

Che had now finished his fifth year of medical school, but his hunger to explore the 

world had become an obsession.  At this point in Che’s life, he was not the revolutionary leader 

that he eventually became.  Che was now out of high school.  He was at the tail end of a 

medical program that would eventually make Che a full-blown doctor.  He decided that he 

needed a break from medical school.  Alberto, Che’s friend, convinced him to partake on a 

journey through South America.  They left for this journey without a concrete plan of what was 

going to happen to them.  They did not have places to stay prearranged before they left.  

Instead they were going to be at the mercy of strangers they would meet along the way.  Che 

would return a changed man from the things he saw on his trip.  
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Che’s first Trip Across South America 

  

Alberto and Che headed off on their trip across South America with the best intentions.  

They were just two men looking for adventure.  They never thought that what they saw on their 

trip would change them forever.   Che’s journey on the motorcycle with his friend began in 

central Argentina and eventually ended in the United States nine months later.  He left for the 

trip as a young man but came back as a man with one thing on his mind – change. 

Che and Alberto were less than a couple of days into the trip when Che fell very ill.  Che 

had a bad case of the flu.  Alberto stopped at the next closest town, Choel Choel.  There they 

met a doctor who prescribed Che penicillin.  Che felt better within hours, yet the doctor 

demanded that he stay in bed and rest.  They were held up there for a couple of days before 

the doctor gave them the okay to leave.10  

The next part of their trip was slow-going.  The motorcycle that Che and Alberto decided 

to use for their journey was not in tip-top shape.  They spent more time repairing the bike than 

they did actually traveling on it.  The roads were mostly gravel and sand, and two men on an 

undersized bike had a difficult time trying to balancing the bike.  Che and Alberto spent much of 

their time working for people in order to pay for the repairs to their vehicle. 

                                                           

10
  Guevara, Ernesto. The Motorcycle Diaries: A Journey around South America. Translated by Ann Wright. 

New York: Verso, 1995. 40 
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It was during these down times that Che got to know the generosity of the people of 

South America.  It helped that Alberto and Che were charismatic individuals, but even so, the 

people they met in their early travels were normally more than happy to share their homes and 

food with Che.  

It is not until Che got to the copper mines that he started to see some of the major 

problems of South America.  Chile was one of the world’s major producers of copper at this 

time.  It accounted for twenty percent of the world’s copper mining every year.11  Che wrote in 

his journal, 

“Every morning the mountain is dynamited, and huge mechanical shovels load the material on the rail 
wagons that take it to the grinder to be crushed.  This crushing occurs over three consecutive passes… It 
is then put in a sulfuric acid solution which extracts the copper in the form of a sulfate, also forming a 
copper chloride…  From there the liquid is taken to the so-called “green house,” where the copper 
sulfate solution is put into huge baths and for a week are submitted to a current of 30 volts, bringing 
about the electrolysis of the salt: the copper sticks to the thin sheets of the same metal, which have 
previously been formed in the other baths…The sheets are then placed in furnaces that, after 12 hours 
smelting at 2,000 degrees centigrade, produce 350-pound ingots.”12 

This process employed over 3,000 people in the mines at Chuquicamata.  The mine was 

home to the Chile Exploration Company and the biggest copper refinery in the world.  Che saw 

the mines as a slave to European economic imperialism.  The mines provided the raw materials 

that produced “weapons of destruction” in European wars.  Che came to understand that the 

Germans had originally had first concessions from the mines, but the British owned the mine’s 

raw materials.13   

                                                           
11

  Guevara, Ernesto. The Motorcycle Diaries: A Journey around South America. Translated by Ann   

Wright. New York: Verso, 1995. 81 

12
  IBID 

13
  Guevara, Ernesto. The Motorcycle Diaries: A Journey around South America. Translated by Ann   

Wright. New York: Verso, 1995. 82 
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The workers at the two biggest mines were on strike when Che and Alberto went 

through.  It was the hospitals near the mines that got Che the most upset. He wrote,   

“Sick or injured workers at the Chuquicamata mine receive medical attention and hospital treatment for 
five Chilean escudos a day, but someone not working at the mine would pay between 300 to 500 esudos 
a day.”14 

 
Che saw the standard of living in Chile much lower than in his home of Argentina.  

Unemployment was high.  Many of the Chilean people left Chile and headed to Argentina in 

search of better life.  The workers of the mines were paid a higher wage than other workers, 

but at the same time, life was more expensive near the mine.  The miners could not afford the 

essential consumer items in the cruel mountain climate.   

According to Che there was no reason that Chile’s people should have been living in 

such poor conditions.  The land was capable of containing enough livestock to feed its people.  

The ground was more than suitable for growing the proper grains and cereals.  There were also 

the raw materials in place, such as iron, copper, coal, tin, gold, silver, manganese, and nitrates, 

to allow Chile to grow into an industrial nation.  Yet for some reason Chile was stuck.  Che had 

his own theory about why Chile couldn’t make the jump to an industrial nation.  In reflection 

Che wrote, 

 

“The biggest effort Chile should make is to shake its uncomfortable Yankee friend from its back, a task 
that for the moment at least is Herculean, given the quantity of dollars the United States has invested 
and the ease with which it flexes its economic muscles whenever its interests appear threatened.”15 

 
 

                                                           
14

  Guevara, Ernesto. The Motorcycle Diaries: A Journey around South America. Translated by Ann   

Wright. New York: Verso, 1995. 87 
15  Guevara, Ernesto. The Motorcycle Diaries: A Journey around South America. Translated by Ann    
Wright. New York: Verso, 1995. 9 
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This was the first time on Che’s trip that he saw the grip of the United States on the 

countries of South America.  The United States was not directly controlling the nation of Chile’s 

government; it was instead using its economic leverage to force Chile into a position that 

benefitted its own manufacturing sector.  It was this economic imperialism that Che saw as 

doing the most damage to the people of Chile and South America as a whole.  Without the 

opportunity for the government of Chile to build up its industrial sector, the county would 

always remain in a situation of economic disadvantage.  If Chile would try to make such an 

effort to industrialize, the United States would intervene economically crushing any chance 

Chile had.   

It was not long after Che and Alberto left the mines that they came into contact with 

many of the native Chileans, the descendants of the Incas.  The people they met were called 

the Aymara.  These were not the Incas themselves but instead those people who had been put 

in place to keep the Inca armies in check. They could barely understand Spanish but knew 

enough to be able to communicate with Che and Alberto.  Che saw in these people what used 

to be in Chile, a great civilization.   The Inca Empire used to be one of the great powers on 

American soil before 1491.  It wasn’t until Spanish colonization that things started to go 

downhill in Chile.  The Incan people were still feeling the effects of European intrusion even 400 

years later.  Che wrote in his journal, 

“These people who watch us walk through the streets of the town are a defeated race.  Their stares are 
tame, almost fearful, and completely indifferent to the outside world.”16 

 

                                                           
16

  Guevara, Ernesto, The Motorcycle Diaries: A Journey around South America, Translated by Ann Wright. 

New York: Verso, 1995, 93. 
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 Che met one Aymaran who gave him insight into the problems faced by his people.  He 

spoke of the need to build schools that would educate individuals.  This education would give 

the Chilean people a fighting chance.  The system in place at the time, according to this Aymara, 

only filled his people with shame and resentment, rendering them useless and broken.17 

  It is at this point near the end of the journey across South America that Che and Alberto 

came to their most famous part of their trip.  They arrived at the San Pablo leper colony as 

researchers.  There were more than 600 sick people living in the colony.  Each of them lived in a 

small hut.  The huts were arranged according to how badly sick they were.  The hospital was 

lacking the basic materials needed to help these people.  It had no working microscope or 

microtome and was in much need of a doctor who could do surgical operations on the lepers.   

 This was another example of the problems of South America.  While the people were 

suffering, the rich of the north got richer.  The basic needs, such as health care for the very sick, 

were not available, and the people were suffering.  Che and Alberto helped at the colony while 

they were there, but they could not stay forever.  18 

 It was after leaving the colony Che met a man who had the greatest effect on changing 

Che’s views and possibly elicited a life altering experience. The man told Che what was needed 

to fix the problems of South America.  Che remembered  a talk he had with this individual, 

“The future belongs to the people, and gradually, or in one strike, they will take power, here and in 
every country.  The terrible thing is the people need to be educated, and this they cannot do before 
taking power, only after.  They can only learn at the cost of their own mistakes, which will be very 
serious and will cost many innocent lives.  Or perhaps not, maybe those lives will not have been 
innocent because they will have committed a huge sin against nature; meaning, a lack of ability to 
adapt…Revolution is impersonal; it will take their lives, even utilizing their memory as an example or as 

                                                           
17

  Guevara, Ernesto, The Motorcycle Diaries: A Journey around South America, Translated by Ann Wright. 
New York: Verso, 1995, 97. 
18

  Guevara, Ernesto, The Motorcycle Diaries: A Journey around South America. Translated by Ann Wright. 
New York: Verso, 1995. 162. 
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an instrument for the domestication of the youth who follow them. You (Che) are as useful as I am, but 
you are not aware of how useful your contribution is to the society.”19 

  

This ended Che’s diary of his trip across South America.  He may not have known it 

when he set out on his trip, but he was looking for something more to do with his life.  Che’s 

decision to become a doctor was not an unconscious choice.  He wanted to help people.  On his 

trip he began to see that being a doctor was not his calling.  The living conditions of the people 

of South America needed to change.  Being a doctor would help a small group of people, but it 

would only be a bandage for a much larger problem.  South America needed to be freed of its 

economic chains held by its neighbor to the north. It was at this point in Che’s life that he 

started to see himself as a player in this story of change.  Yet, it wasn’t until the end of his 

second trip across South America that he abandoned his career to become a doctor and headed 

down the path of becoming a revolutionary leader.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
19

  Guevara, Ernesto, The Motorcycle Diaries: A Journey around South America. Translated by Ann Wright. 
New York: Verso, 1995, 164. 
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Second Trip Across South America 

 

Che went back to school after his long and taxing journey across South America with his 

friend, Alberto.  He was now 25, had graduated from school, and was officially a doctor of 

medicine.  Che’s first journey weighed heavily on his mind.  Che had begun to question his real 

purpose in life.  Was being a doctor the best way to help the people of South America, or was 

there something else he should be doing instead?  Che decided to take a second trip across 

South America to answer these questions.  His family would not see him again for six years.  By 

that time their child would have given up his career as a doctor and taken up the role of 

guerrilla fighter.   

The second trip across South America was not as well planned as the first one.  Che had 

no concrete plans about where he was going to end up.  He had a plan to hopefully meet his 

friend, Granado, who was working at a leprosarium in Venezuela, and an even sketchier plan to 

travel in Europe.20 

The entire second journey had the feeling of a man not sure what he wanted to do with 

his life.   In his first letter home to his mother, it was obvious that Che searched for something 

                                                           
20

  Guevara, Ernesto, Back on The Road: A Journey Through Latin America, ed. Richard Gott and, trans. 
Patrick Camillter and (New York: Grove Press, 2000),  2-11. 
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to do with his life.  He hoped that he would find it on this journey, but at the beginning he had 

no idea where his life was leading him.21 

Che had not abandoned his career as a doctor at this point.  Instead he used his skills as 

a doctor to find jobs, such as the short job he attained as a doctor from Doctor Molina at the 

Bolivian college.22  By October 1953 Che had decided he should see Guatemala.  Che had made 

it to Panama by that point and was not finding what he was looking for. 23    

Che found something he had been searching for his entire life in Guatemala.  Che came 

into direct contact with the United Fruit Company.  The Fruit Company was an extension of 

American economic imperialism in South America.  They had created a corner on the fruit trade 

and would not let any resistance be tolerated.   Che also had his first encounters with the CIA 

interference in Guatemala.  This was also one of the first places that Che saw CIA interference 

in South America.  The CIA wanted to intervene against the Guatemalan government because 

the government was buying weapons from wherever it wished and not exclusively from the 

United States.24 

In 1953 the United States government began an aggressive campaign against the then 

president Jacob Arbenz.  President Eisenhower was convinced that Arbenz was a communist.  

                                                           
21

  Guevara, Ernesto, Back on The Road: A Journey Through Latin America, ed. Richard Gott and, trans. 
Patrick Camillter and (New York: Grove Press, 2000), 12. 
22

  Guevara, Ernesto, Back on The Road: A Journey Through Latin America, ed. Richard Gott and, trans. 
Patrick Camillter and (New York: Grove Press, 2000), 17. 
23

  Guevara, Ernesto, Back on The Road: A Journey Through Latin America, ed. Richard Gott and, trans. 
Patrick Camillter and (New York: Grove Press, 2000), 27. 
24

  Guevara, Ernesto, Back on The Road: A Journey Through Latin America, ed. Richard Gott and, trans. 
Patrick Camillter and (New Yeork: Grove Press, 2000), 57. 
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With the help of the CIA, an American backed man, Carlos Castillo Armas, supplied, funded, and 

helped to plan an overthrow of Arbenz.25
   

Not long after entering Guatemala, Che found himself in this military conflict.  Some 

aircraft from Honduras crossed the border with Guatemala and flew over the city in broad 

daylight, machine-gunning people and military objectives.26  The authorities would later find 

out that it was CIA agents flying the planes.  Their goal was to cause confusion while the small 

ground forces took control of the country.27  Che put his skills as a doctor to good use.  He 

enlisted in the health brigades to help the wounded people.  He also joined the youth brigades 

that patrolled the streets at night.  The youth brigades were also where Che received some of 

his first military training.  Che soon realized that the youth brigades were not his searched-for 

mechanism for change.  Che saw the United States at the center of the conflict.  He wrote in his 

journal, 

 

“The Yankees have finally dropped the good-guy mask that Roosevelt gave them and are now 
committing outrages in these parts.  If things reach the point where it is necessary to fight planes and 
modern troops sent by the fruit company or the USA, then that is what will be done.”28 

 

The United States was not directly attacking the government of Guatemala, but they 

were using their political, economic, and military leverage to affect the conflict.  This goes back 

to the Truman Doctrine.  The United States felt that if they were not influencing the world with 

                                                           
25

  Mark Hove, “The Arbenz Factor: Salvador Allende, U.S.-Chilean Relations, and the 1954 U.S. Intervention 
in Guatemala.,” Diplomatic History 31, no. 4 (September 2007): 630 
26

  Guevara, Ernesto, Back on The Road: A Journey Through Latin America, ed. Richard Gott and, trans. 
Patrick Camillter and (New York: Grove Press, 2000), 62. 
27

  Ferreira, Roberto. “THE CIA AND JACOBO ARBENZ: HISTORY OF A DISINFORMATION CAMPAIGN.” Journal 
of Third World Studies 25, no. 2 (Fall 2008). 
28

  Guevara, Ernesto, Back on The Road: A Journey Through Latin America, ed. Richard Gott and, trans. 
Patrick Camillter and (New York: Grove Press, 2000), 64. 
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their capitalist interests then the Soviets would be winning.   The Truman Doctrine would be the 

reason for the United States entering many of its conflicts, including Vietnam.   

The Guatemalan government was in shambles.  One of the local villages had belonged to 

the United Fruit Company.  The workers were on strike before the invasion.  Immediately after 

the invaders took over the village, the strike was declared to be at an end.  The invaders took 

the leaders of the strike to a cemetery and killed them by throwing grenades at their chests.29 

At this point Che’s asthma began to act up again.    He wanted to leave Guatemala and 

head to Mexico, but getting there was another problem, with the government coup taking 

place.  The newly installed government of Guatemala was put in place for one reason, 

according to Che, and that was to uphold Yankee interests in South America.  Che would write 

much about United States imperialism in Cuba and Latin America in general.   

With that Che ended his second trip across South America.  He climbed a mountain, 

worked as a doctor to earn money, and eventually solidified his views on the United States.  He 

came in contact with both the United Fruit Company and with a government change in 

Guatemala.  Che saw his first glimpses of battle and felt the need to fight for change.  He saw 

South America as being controlled not by its own people but instead by the interests of the 

capitalist neighbors to the north.  With the negative effects that Che saw capitalism having on 

South American, it is no wonder that he became a socialist.  Che’s last letter home to his 

mother said it all.  Che was ready to find some way to become a major player in the fight 

against the United States.  Che wrote in this letter, 
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“There is nothing more to tell you (Che’s mother) about my life in Guatemala, as its rhythm is that of any 
Yankee colonial dictatorship.  I’ve settled my affairs here and am hurrying away to Mexico.”30 

 

With that Che fled to Mexico.  His ordeal in Guatemala became one of the major 

influences in his life.  He saw a man, Arbenz, who was trying to help prevent his country get 

overthrown by the United States.  No longer could Che sit by and watch his countrymen be 

taken advantage of.  He went to Mexico, not knowing what to expect, and found Fidel Castro.  

The next events would change his life forever.   
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Road to Revolution 

 

Che had made his way out of Guatemala and was now in Mexico City.  He was still faced 

with many of the same problems which he had encountered during his second trip across South 

America.  Che had no job and no money.  His immediate plans were to travel, find a job, make 

money, and explore Mexico.   

Che was still struggling to fully understand what he had seen in Guatemala.  Che slowly 

came to the conclusion that the United States intrusion in Guatemala was the first of many 

global conflicts between the United States and communism.31 

Not long after coming to Mexico City, Che was reunited with a Cuban he had met in 

Guatemala, Nico Lopez.  It was through Nico Lopez that Che first became aware of Fidel Castro 

and his brother Raul.  By this time Castro was in prison with his brother, and he was quickly 

gaining political acceptance. 32 

It was also at this time that Che was beginning to show a more fervent interest in the 

communist cause.   This is seen in a letter he sent home to his mother, 

“The communists don’t have the same sense of friendship that you have, but among themselves they 
possess it equally, or better than your own.  I saw it clearly in the hecatomb that Guatemala became 
after the fall. When everyone thought only of saving themselves, the communists maintained their faith 
and comradeship, and were the only group which continued to work there.”33 
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Yet, without Che even being aware of the importance of the event, Fidel Castro and his 

followers were released from prison.  It did not take long and Fidel and Raul were causing havoc 

in Cuba.  Political violence committed by the police, students, and Castro’s party militants 

resumed.  The government blamed Fidel while Fidel blamed the government.34 

Castro feared he and Raul would be arrested soon and sent Raul to Mexico to prepare 

for his arrival.  Raul arrived in Mexico on June 24, and Che was among those waiting to meet 

him.35  It was not long after Che met Raul that Raul introduced Che to Nikolai Leonov, a KGB 

agent in Mexico.  Che was full of questions for Leonov. 

Instead of answering all of Che’s questions, Leonov offered to give Che some Soviet 

literature to read.  Che agreed and was given three books: Chanaev, about the Soviet Civil War; 

Thus Steel is Forged, by the Communist writer Ostrovksy, and A Man Complete, about a WWI 

Soviet aviation hero. 36  

Che wrote in his diary a couple weeks later of a major event in his life.  Che had finally 

met Fidel Castro.  Che would later write in a journal about the occurrence, 

 

“A political occurrence is having met Fidel Castro, the Cuban revolutionary, a young man, intelligent, 
very sure of himself and of extraordinary audacity; I think there is mutual sympathy between us.”37 

 

Che and Fidel found common ground when it came to their neighbor to the north, the United 

States.  Fidel felt that the US had turned independent Cuba into a “pseudo-republic,” allowing 
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the United Fruit Company to virtually run the country.  Fidel saw the United Fruit Company as 

an extension of the United States which perpetuated Cuba’s export-dependent plantation 

economy and created wealthy land barons.38  It was these issues that helped to shape Che’s 

anti-capitalist ideas.  The system of capitalism, as Che saw it, exploited the workers by creating 

a lower working class and an ever richer upper class. The United States can be seen as the one 

benefitting from this relationship, while the people of South America can be seen as the 

exploited workers.   

This was a major time of change in Che’s life.  It was at this point that Che was finally 

beginning to obtain his revolutionary theories.  Che would later quote Lenin that, “Without a 

revolutionary theory, there can be no revolutionary movement.”39  By the time that Che met 

Fidel, his revolutionary theories were developing rapidly through the readings of Lenin and 

Marx.  Fidel Castro acknowledged by the time he met Che, Che’s revolutionary theories were 

much more complete than his own.40 

“I believe that at the time I met Che Guevara, he had a greater revolutionary development, ideologically 
speaking, than I had.  From the theoretical point of view, he was more formed; he was a more advanced 
revolutionary than I was.”41 

 

Through the Cuban cause, Che found the course that he had been looking for.  Che was 

well on his way to forming his socialist beliefs by this time.  He, however, did not have the 

correct situation to fight against the “Yankee Imperialist” to the north.  No longer was Che 
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searching for a cause.  The Cuban revolution was a fight against the problems that Che had 

witnessed on his first two trips across South America.  With Fidel and Raul, Che found a purpose 

for his life.   

Che saw South America as being underdeveloped.  The underdevelopment was caused 

by the economic imperialism of the United States and Europe.  The vast consumer hungers of 

the capitalist nations were using the raw goods of the countries of South America.  The 

capitalist countries would keep the governments happy by bribing the bureaucrats in power.  

Yet, the people of South America would be constantly suffering without the means to break 

free from their underdevelopment.  The countries of South America needed to become self-

sufficient sovereign nations with their own political interests in mind.42 

The Cuban revolution gave Che a chance to fight against the injustices he saw during his 

life.   The victory of Fidel also gave hope to Che that his revolution could be won elsewhere.  He 

now saw that South America was capable of lifting itself from US control.  With a victory in 

Cuba Che now saw the chance to spread his message to the rest of South America.  Che learned 

from the revolution three fundamental lessons about the conduct of revolutionary movements 

for the rest of America. 

1. Popular forces can win a war against an army. 

2. It is not necessary to wait until all conditions for making revolution exist; the 
insurrection can create them.   

3. In underdeveloped America the countryside is the basic area for armed fighting.43 
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At this point Che’s revolutionary consciousness was complete.  He was no longer the happy-go- 

lucky kid that went out on an adventure with his friend, Alberto.  He had only one thing on his 

mind – revolution.  Che had now seen a revolution put power back into the hands of South 

Americans.  He thought that he knew how to spread this change to the rest of the world.  His 

journals and writings reflected a man who was hardened by the world around him.  He had 

become the revolutionary leader that the world now remembers him to be.   
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Conclusion 

 

Che was not born a man looking to become a revolutionary.  It was the events of his life, 

combined with the natural aptitudes that he had, that eventually led him to devote his life to 

changing the world.  His childhood was riddled with sickness.  His family was not that of the 

working class that a person would expect a revolutionary leader to come from. 

Yet, he eventually went down that path to revolution.  His first trip across South 

America had a profound effect on his world view.  He saw first-hand how the US and Western 

intrusion in South America had left the people utterly defeated.  Also influential was his 

experience with the overthrow of the Guatemalan government and the direct involvement of 

the United States in that conflict.   

Even after all of those things, Che had not committed himself to fighting a revolution.  It 

was not until he went to Mexico and learned of Fidel Castro and finally met a KGB agent that 

Che finally dedicated his life to the fight for freedom.  If the Western world would not let South 

America fix its self, then the people of South America had to stand together and fight against 

that system.  This is where Che saw his place in the world.   

Che joined with Fidel Castro in the Cuban revolution and was successful in helping Cuba 

win freedom, but he was not satisfied with just Cuba.  Che saw his role in the world to be much 

larger.  Cuba was just one opportunity to change the world.  When Che realized that his role in 

the Cuban government was not enough to bring about that change he left.  He went on to train 

soldiers in the Congo and spark a revolution there.  Che eventually ended up going to Bolivia to 

train guerilla fighters.   In the end his body caught up with him.  While in Bolivia Che was 
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captured by the CIA.  They found a journal that Che was keeping and knew they were close on 

his trail.  Che could not stay ahead of the CIA.  In the end the CIA captured Che in Bolivia and 

executed him.   

Che’s life is a well-known story today for many reasons.  He was an exceptionally bright 

man who was convinced his anti-imperialist beliefs were the best course for the entire world.  

More than anything, people today admire his ability to give up everything he had for his ideals, 

including his life.   

It was the point of this paper to chronicle Che’s early life in order to discover what 

makes a man become a revolutionary.  Was Che born to be a revolutionary?  Or was he simply a 

product of South America?  It turns out that it was both of these things that ultimately lead Che 

to become the man we know him to be.  Che was born a sharp boy.  His parents, however, 

nurtured this by providing him with reading materials and giving him the opportunity to go to 

college.   He was also blessed and cursed with severe asthma.  His asthma gave him the 

opportunity to grow a bond with his mother and afforded him the opportunity to read more 

than an average child.  In the end, though, his asthma was a cause of his early death.  The harsh 

and humid jungle climate was not easy on someone with Che’s condition.  

More than anything Che wanted to change the world.  It would have been easy for Che 

to be content being a doctor.  It would have been comfortable for him to be a doctor.  He 

would have made enough money to not have suffered like those people around him.  He chose 

to change the system instead of treating the symptoms of what he saw as the diseased system.  

That choice is ultimately what makes us human.  We can sit by and watch the world 

around us.  We can become of part of that world.  If we can learn anything from Che’s youth, it 
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is that we do not have to be happy with the world around us.  We all have the ability to change 

the world around us; it is in our hands to be part of that change.   Che wrote in a speech,             

“Memory is a way of reviving the past, the dead.”44  The world should never forget Che’s 

memory. 
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