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PROLOGUE

For a long time we have wanted to write a history of our revolution,
illustrating its many and varied aspects. Many of the

revolution’s leaders have often expressed, privately or publicly,
their desire to write such a history. But the tasks are many, the
years go by, and the memory of the insurrection is dissolving
into the past. These events have not yet been properly described,
events which already belong to the history of the Americas.

For this reason, I present here a series of personal reminiscences
of the skirmishes, attacks, and battles in which we all
participated. I do not wish that this fragmentary history, based
on memories and a few hasty notes, should be regarded as a full
account. On the contrary, I hope that those who lived through
each event will further elaborate.

The fact that during the entire struggle, I was limited to fighting
at a given point on Cuba’s map, evidently prevented me

from participating in battles and events in other places. Still, I
believe that to bring to life our revolutionary actions, and to do
this with some order, I can best begin with the first battle —the
only one Fidel Castro fought in that went against our forces—
the surprise attack at Alegria de Pio.

There are many survivors of this battle and each of them

is encouraged to fill out the story by contributing what they
remember. I ask only that such a narrator be strictly truthful. They
should not pretend, for their own aggrandizement, to have been
where they were not, and they should be wary of inaccuracies.

I ask that after writing a few pages —to the best of their ability,
according to their disposition and education—they seriously
criticize them, in order to remove every word not corresponding
strictly with fact, or those where the facts are uncertain. With

this intention, I myself begin my reminiscences.

Ernesto Che Guevara [1963]
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ALEGRIA DE PIiO

Alegria de Pio is in Oriente province, Niquero municipality,
near Cape Cruz, where on December 5, 1956, the dictatorship’s
forces surprised us.

We were exhausted from a trek that was not so much long

as painful. We had landed on December 2, at a place known as
Las Coloradas beach. We had lost almost all our equipment, and
wearing new boots had trudged endlessly through saltwater
swamps. Almost the entire troop was suffering open blisters

on their feet; but boots and fungal infections were not our only
enemies. We reached Cuba following a seven-day voyage across
the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean Sea, without food, in a
poorly maintained boat, almost everyone plagued by seasickness
from not being used to sea travel. We left the port of Tuxpan

on November 25, a day with a stiff wind when all sea travel was
prohibited. All this had left its mark on our troop made up of
raw recruits who had never seen combat.

All we had left of our equipment for war was nothing but

our rifles, cartridge belts, and a few wet rounds of ammunition.
Our medical supplies had vanished, and most of our backpacks
had been left behind in the swamps. The previous night we
had passed through one of the cane fields of the Niquero sugar
mill, owned at the time by Julio Lobo. We had managed to
satisfy our hunger and thirst by eating sugarcane, but lacking
experience we had left a trail of cane peelings and bagasse. Not
that the guards following our steps needed any trail, for it had
been our guide —as we found out years later —who betrayed

us and brought them to us. When we stopped to rest the night
before, we let him go—an error we were to repeat several
times during our long struggle until we learned that civilians
whose backgrounds we did not know could not be trusted in
dangerous areas. In the circumstances, we should never have
permitted that false guide to leave.

By daybreak on December 5 only a few could take another

step. On the verge of collapse, we would walk a short distance
and then beg for a long rest. Thus debilitated, orders were given
to halt on the edge of a cane field, in some bushes close to dense
woods. Most of us slept through the morning hours.
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At noon we noticed unusual activity. Piper planes as well as
other small army and private aircraft began to circle. Some of our
group continued peacefully cutting and eating sugarcane, not
realizing they were perfectly visible to those flying the enemy
planes, which were now circling at slow speed and low altitude.
I was the troop physician and it was my duty to treat everyone’s
blistered feet. I recall my last patient that morning: his name
was compaiiero Humberto Lamotte and it was to be his last day
on earth. In my mind’s eye I see how tired and anguished he
was as he walked from my improvised first-aid station to his
post, carrying in one hand the shoes he could not wear.

Compaiiero [Jests] Montané and I were leaning against a

tree talking about our respective children, eating our meager
rations — half a sausage and two crackers —when we heard a shot.
Within seconds, a hail of bullets —at least that’s how it seemed

to us, this being our baptism of fi re —descended on our group

of 82 men. My rifle was not one of the best; I had deliberately
asked for it because I was in terrible physical condition due to a
prolonged asthma attack I had endured throughout our whole
maritime voyage, and I did not want to be held responsible for
wasting a good weapon. I can hardly remember what followed;
my memory is already hazy. After the initial burst of gunfire,
[Juan] Almeida, then a captain, approached requesting orders,
but there was no one to issue them. Later I was told that Fidel had
tried in vain to gather everybody into the adjoining cane field,
which could be reached just by crossing a boundary path. The
surprise had been too great and the gunfire too heavy. Almeida
ran back to take charge of his group. A compariero dropped a box
of ammunition at my feet. I pointed to it, and he answered me
with an anguished expression, which I remember perfectly, and
which seemed to say, “It’s too late for ammunition.” He immediately
took the path to the cane field. (He was later murdered

by Batista’s henchmen.)

This might have been the first time I was faced, literally, with

the dilemma of choosing between my devotion to medicine and

my duty as a revolutionary soldier. There, at my feet, was a

backpack full of medicine and a box of ammunition. They were

too heavy to carry both. I picked up the ammunition, leaving

the medicine, and started to cross the clearing, heading for

the cane field. I remember Faustino Pérez, on his knees in the

bushes, fi ring his submachine gun. Near me, a compariero named

[Emilio] Albentosa was walking toward the cane field. A burst

of gunfire hit us both. I felt a sharp blow to my chest and a

wound in my neck; I thought for certain I was dead. Albentosa,

vomiting blood and bleeding profusely from a deep wound
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made by a .45-caliber bullet, screamed something like, “They’ve
killed me,” and began to fi re his rife although there was no one
there. Flat on the ground, I said to Faustino, “I'm fucked,” and
Faustino, still shooting, looked at me and told me it was nothing,
but I saw in his eyes he considered me as good as dead.

Still on the ground, I fi red a shot toward the woods, on an
impulse like that of my wounded companion. I immediately
began to think about the best way to die, since in that minute all
seemed lost. I remembered an old Jack London story in which
the hero, aware that he is about to freeze to death in Alaskan ice,
leans against a tree and prepares to die with dignity. That was
the only thing that came to my mind. Someone, on his knees,
shouted that we should surrender, and I heard a voice —later

I found out it belonged to Camilo Cienfuegos —shouting, “No
one surrenders here!” followed by a swear word. [José] Ponce
approached me, agitated and breathing hard. He showed me a
bullet wound that appeared to have pierced his lungs. He told
me he was wounded and I replied, indifferently, that I was as
well. Then Ponce, along with other unhurt comparieros, crawled
toward the cane field. For a moment I was alone, just lying there
waiting to die. Almeida approached, urging me to go on, and
despite the intense pain I dragged myself into the cane field.
There I saw the great compariero Ratl Sudrez, whose thumb had
been blown away by a bullet, being attended by Faustino Pérez,
who was bandaging his hand. Then everything blurred —low-
flying airplanes strafing the field, adding to the confusion —amid
scenes that were at once Dantesque and grotesque, such as an
overweight combatant trying to hide behind a single sugarcane
stalk, or a man who kept yelling for silence in the din of gunfire,
for no apparent reason.

A group was organized, headed by Almeida, including
Commander Ramiro Valdés, in that period a lieutenant, and
comparieros [Rafael] Chao and [Reynaldo] Benitez. With Almeida
leading, we crossed the last path among the rows of sugarcane
and reached the safety of the woods. The first shouts of “Fire!”
were heard from the cane field and columns of flame and smoke
began to rise. But I can’t be sure about that. I was thinking more
of the bitterness of defeat and the imminence of my death.

We walked until darkness made it impossible to go on, and
decided to lie down and go to sleep huddled together in a heap.
We were starving and thirsty, the mosquitoes adding to our
misery. This was our baptism of fi re, December 5, 1956, on the
outskirts of Niquero. Such was the beginning of forging what
would become the Rebel Army.
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THE BATTLE OF LA PLATA

An attack on a small army garrison at the mouth of the La Plata
river in the Sierra Maestra produced our first victory. The effect
was electrifying and traveled far beyond that rough region. It
was like a call to attention, proving that the Rebel Army did in
fact exist and was disposed to fight. For us, it reaffirmed our
chances for final victory.

On January 14, 1957, a little more than a month after the surprise
attack at Alegria de Pio, we came to a halt by the Magdalena
river, which separates La Plata and a ridge beginning in the
Sierra Maestra and ending at the sea. Fidel gave orders for target
practice as some sort of training for our people —some of the men
were using weapons for the first time in their lives. We bathed
there as well —having ignored matters of hygiene for many

days —and those who were able to do so changed into clean
clothes. At that time we had 23 working weapons: nine rifles
equipped with telescopic sights, five semiautomatic machine
guns, four bolt-action rifles, two Thompson submachine guns,
two submachine guns, and a 16-gauge shotgun.

That afternoon we climbed the last hill before reaching the environs
of La Plata. We were following a narrow track, traveled

by very few people, which had been marked out by machete
especially for us by a peasant named Melquiades Elias. He had
been recommended by our guide Eutimio [Guerra], who at that
time was indispensable to us and seemed to be the epitome

of the rebel peasant. He was later apprehended by [Joaquin]
Casillas, however, who, instead of killing him, bought him off
with an offer of $10,000 and a rank in the army if he managed to
kill Fidel. Eutimio came close to fulfilling his part of the bargain,
but lacked the courage to do so. He was nonetheless very useful
to the enemy, informing them of the location of several of our
camps.

At the time, Eutimio was serving us loyally. He was one of

the many peasants fighting for their land in the struggle against

the big landowners, and anyone who fought them also fought

the Rural Guard, who did the landowners’ bidding.

That day we took two peasants prisoner, who turned out

to be relatives of our guide. One of them was released but we

kept the other one as a precautionary measure. The next day,

January 15, we sighted the La Plata army barracks, under construction
and with zinc roofs. A group of half-dressed men were
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moving about, but we could nevertheless make out their enemy
uniforms. Just before sundown, about 6 p.m., a boat came in;
some soldiers got out and others climbed aboard. Because we
could not quite figure out the maneuver, we postponed the
attack to the following day.

We began watching the barracks from dawn on January 16.

The coast-guard boat had withdrawn during the night and
although we searched the area, no soldiers could be seen. At

3 p.m. we decided to approach the road along the river leading
to the barracks and take a look. By nightfall we crossed the very
shallow La Plata river and took up position on the road. Five
minutes later we apprehended two peasants; one of them had

a record as an informer. When we told them who we were and
assured them that if they did not speak our intentions could

not be guaranteed, they gave us some valuable information: the
barracks held about 15 soldiers. They also told us that Chicho
Osorio, one of the region’s three most notorious foremen, was
about to pass by; these foremen worked for the Laviti family
estate. The Lavitis had built an enormous fiefdom, maintaining
it through a regime of terror with the help of individuals like
Chicho Osorio. Shortly afterward, the said Chicho showed up
drunk, astride a mule, with a small Afro-Cuban boy riding
behind him. Universo Sanchez, in the name of the Rural
Guard, gave him the order to halt and Chicho rapidly replied,
“mosquito.” That was the password.

We must have looked like a bunch of pirates, but Chicho

Osorio was so drunk we were able to fool him. Fidel stepped
forward and in an indignant tone said he was an army colonel
who had come to investigate why the rebels had not yet been
liquidated. He bragged about having gone into the woods,
which accounted for his beard. He added that what the army
was doing was “trash.” In a word, he cut the army’s efficiency

to pieces. Sheepishly, Chicho Osorio admitted that the guards
spent all their time inside the barracks, eating and doing nothing
but fi ring occasional useless rounds. He readily agreed that the
rebels must be wiped out. We carefully began asking about who
was friendly and unfriendly in the area and noted his replies,
naturally reversing the roles: when Chicho called somebody a
bad man we knew he was one of our friends, and so on. We

had some 20 names and he was still jabbering away. He told us
how he had killed two men, adding, “But my General Batista
set me free at once.” He spoke of having slapped two peasants
who were “a little bad-mannered,” adding that the guards were
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incapable of such action; they let the peasants talk without
punishing them. Fidel asked Osorio what he would do if he
ever caught Fidel Castro, and Osorio, with an explicit gesture,
said that he would cut his ... off, and that the same went for
Crescencio [Pérez]. “Look,” he said, showing us his shoes,
which were the same Mexican-made kind our troops wore,
“these shoes belonged to one of those sons of ... we killed.”

There, without realizing it, Chicho Osorio signed his own death
sentence. At Fidel’s suggestion, he agreed to accompany us to
the barracks in order to surprise the soldiers and prove to them
they were badly prepared and were neglecting their duties.
Nearing the barracks, with Chicho Osorio in the lead, I was

still not certain he had not wised up to our trick. But he kept

on ingenuously, so drunk he could not think straight. After
crossing the river again to approach the barracks, Fidel said

that established military rules called for a prisoner to be tied

up. Osorio did not resist and he went on, unwittingly, as a real
prisoner. He explained to us that the only guards posted were at
the entrance to the barracks under construction, and at the house
of one of the other foremen named Honorio. Osorio guided us

to a place near the barracks on the road to El Macio. Compaiiero
Luis Crespo, now a commander, went on to scout around and
returned saying that the foreman’s report was correct. Crespo
had seen the two barracks and the fiery ends of the guards’
cigarettes.

We were just about ready to approach the barracks when we

had to hide to let three soldiers on horseback go by. The men
were driving a prisoner on foot like a mule. They passed close
by me, and I remember the words of the poor peasant, “I'm just
like one of you,” and the answer by one of the men we later
identified as Corporal Basol, “Shut up and keep walking or I'll
whip you.” We thought the peasant would escape danger by

not being in the barracks when we attacked with our bullets, but
the following day, when the soldiers heard of the attack, they
brutally murdered him at El Macio.

We had 22 weapons ready for the attack. It was an important
occasion, and we had very little ammunition. We had to take
the army barracks at all costs, for failure meant wasting our
ammunition, leaving us practically defenseless. Compariero
Lieutenant Julio Diaz—who later died heroically at the battle
of El Uvero— Camilo Cienfuegos, Benitez, and Calixto Morales,
armed with semiautomatic machine guns, were to surround
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the palm-thatched quarters on the right side. Fidel, Universo
Sanchez, Luis Crespo, Calixto Garcia, [Manuel] Fajardo—today
a commander with the same last name as our physician, Piti
Fajardo, who was [later] killed in the Escambray —and myself,
would attack the center. Ratl [Castro] with his squadron and
Almeida with his would attack from the left.

We approached within 40 meters of the barracks. By the light
of a full moon, Fidel initiated the gun battle with two bursts of
machine-gun fi re and all available rifles followed. Immediately,
we demanded the enemy’s surrender, but with no results. The
murderer and informer Chicho Osorio was executed as soon as
shooting broke out.

The attack had begun at 2:40 a.m., and the guards put up

a much fiercer resistance than we had expected. A sergeant,
armed with an M-1, responded with fi re every time we demanded
their surrender. We were given orders to use our old
Brazilian-type hand grenades. Luis Crespo threw his, and I
mine, but they did not detonate. Raudl Castro threw a stick of
dynamite and nothing happened. We then had no choice but to
get close to the quarters and set them on fi re, even at the risk of
our own lives. Universo Sanchez made the first, futile attempt
and Camilo Cienfuegos also failed. Finally, Luis Crespo and I
got close to one of the buildings and this compaiiero set it alight.
The light from the blaze showed us it was simply a storeroom
full of coconuts, but we had intimidated the soldiers and they
gave up the fight. One of them, trying to escape, ran right into
Luis Crespo’s rifle; Luis shot him in the chest, took the man’s
rifle, and continued fi ring into the house. Camilo Cienfuegos,
sheltered behind a tree, fi red on the fleeing sergeant and ran
out of ammunition. The soldiers, almost defenseless, were being
wounded mercilessly by our bullets. Camilo Cienfuegos was
first into the quarters, on our side, where shouts of surrender
could be heard.

We quickly took stock of our takings: eight Springfields, one
Thompson machine gun, and about 1,000 rounds; we had fi red
approximately 500 rounds. In addition, we now had cartridge
belts, fuel, knives, clothing, and some food. Casualties: they had
two dead, five wounded, and we had taken three prisoners.
Some, along with the informer Honorio, had fl ed. On our side,
not a scratch.
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We withdrew after setting fi re to the soldiers” quarters and
tending to the wounded as best we could — three of them were
seriously wounded and we left them in the care of the prisoners.
We were told after the final victory that they had died. One

of the soldiers later joined the forces under Commander Ratl
Castro, was promoted to lieutenant, and died in a plane accident
after the war.

Our attitude toward the wounded was in stark contrast to

that of Batista’s army. Not only did they kill our wounded men,
they abandoned their own. Over time this difference had an
effect on the enemy and it was a factor in our victory. Fidel
ordered that the prisoners be given all available medicine to
take care of the wounded. This decision pained me because, as a
doctor, I felt the need to save all available medicine for our own
troops. We freed all the civilians and at 4:30 a.m. on January 17
started for Palma Mocha, arriving at dawn and searching out
the most inaccessible zones of the Sierra Maestra.

Our eyes met with a pitiful spectacle: the day before, an

army corporal and one of the foremen had warned all the families
in the area that the air force was going to bomb the entire

zone, and an exodus—almost all the peasants —toward the

coast had begun. No one knew of our presence in the area, so it
was evidently a maneuver on the part of the foremen and the
Rural Guard to take the land and belongings away from the
peasants. But their lie had coincided with our attack and now
became a reality. Terror reigned among the peasants and it was
impossible for us to stop their flight.

This was the first victorious battle of the Rebel Army. This
battle and the one following it were the only occasions in the life
of our troop when we had more weapons than men. Peasants
were not yet ready to join in the struggle, and communication
with the urban bases was practically nonexistent.
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THE BATTLE OF ARROYO DEL
INFIERNO

The Arroyo del Infierno is a narrow, shallow river fl owing
into the Palma Mocha river. Walking along it, away from the
Palma Mocha, and mounting the slopes of the bordering hills,
we reached a small circular clearing where we found two
peasant huts. Here we made camp, naturally leaving the huts
unoccupied.

Fidel presumed that the army would come after us, locating
our approximate position. With this in mind, he planned an
ambush to capture some enemy soldiers, and to this end he
posted the men.

Fidel watched our lines vigilantly, and checked and rechecked
our defenses. Contour lines were marked irregularly

every five or so meters up the hill. On the morning of January 19
we were reviewing the troops when there was an accident that
could have had serious consequences. As a trophy from the

battle of La Plata, I had taken a helmet from one of Batista’s
corporals, and I wore it with great pride. But when I went to
inspect the troops, walking through open woods, the forward
guards heard us coming in the distance and saw that someone
wearing a helmet was leading the group. Fortunately, at that
moment they were cleaning their weapons, and only Camilo
Cienfuegos’s gun was working. He opened fi re on us, and immediately
realized his mistake. His first shot missed and then

his machine gun jammed, preventing him from fi ring further.
This incident was symptomatic of the state of high tension that
prevailed as we waited for the relief that battle would bring.

In such moments, even those with the strongest nerves feel a
certain faint trembling in the knees, and everyone longs for the
stellar moment of war: battle. None of us, however, wanted to
fight; we did so out of necessity.

At dawn on January 22 we heard a few single shots from

the direction of the Palma Mocha river, and this forced us to
maintain even stricter discipline in our lines, to be more cautious,
and to wait for the imminent arrival of the enemy.

Believing the soldiers to be nearby, we ate neither breakfast

nor lunch. Some time before, the guajiro Crespo and I had found
a hen’s nest and we rationed the eggs, leaving one behind as is
customary so the hen would continue to lay. That day, in light
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of the shots we had heard during the night, Crespo decided we
should eat the last egg, and we did so. It was noon when we
saw a human figure in one of the huts. At first we thought that
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one of the comparieros had disobeyed the order not to approach
the huts. That was not the case: one of the dictatorship’s soldiers
was looking around. Then about six others appeared; some of
them left, three remained in view. We saw the soldier on guard
look about, pick a few weeds, put them behind his ears in an
attempt at camouflage, then sit calmly in the shade; his face,
clearly visible through the telescopic sight, showed no signs of
fear. Fidel’s opening shot shattered him; he managed to shout
out something like, “Ay, mi madre!” then he fell over dead. The
gun battle spread and the unfortunate soldier’s two comrades
fell. Suddenly, I noticed that in the hut closer to me another
soldier was trying to hide from our fi re. I could only see his legs,
since from my elevated position the roof of the hut concealed

his body. I fi red at him and missed; the second shot caught the
man full in the chest and he fell, leaving his rifle pierced in the
ground by the bayonet. Covered by the guajiro Crespo, I reached
the house and saw the body; I took his bullets, his rifle, and a
few other belongings. The man had been struck full in the chest,
the bullet probably piercing his heart, and his death had been
instantaneous; he already showed the first signs of rigor mortis,
perhaps because of the exhaustion of his last day’s march.

The battle was extraordinarily fast and soon, our plan successfully
executed, we all withdrew.

Taking inventory, we found that we had spent approximately
900 bullets and had retrieved 70 from a full cartridge case. We
also acquired a machine gun, a Garand, which was given to
Commander Efigenio Ameijeiras, who used it for a good part
of the war. We counted four enemy dead, but months later,
after capturing an informer, we learned that fi ve had actually
been killed. It was not an absolute victory, but neither was it
Pyrrhic. We had matched our forces against the enemy, in new
conditions, and we had passed the test.

This improved our spirits greatly, and enabled us to continue
climbing the whole day toward the most inaccessible reaches in
order to escape pursuit by larger enemy groups. We reached

the other side of the mountain. We were walking parallel to
Batista’s troop, also withdrawing, both groups having crossed
the same mountain peak to reach the other side. For two days
our troops and those of the enemy marched almost side by side
without realizing it. Once, we slept in a hut that was barely
separated from another housing the enemy, by a small river like
the La Plata and a couple of bends in the road. The lieutenant
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