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Translator’s note

In 1952 Ernesto Guevara and his friend Alberto Granado, the owner of the famous motorcycle, set off to travel around South America. Guevara, who was twenty-three, was about to graduate as a doctor. Granado, six years his senior, was already a doctor and a biochemist. The trip was Alberto’s idea but Ernesto had never needed much persuasion to embark on an adventure.

Both men kept diaries of the journey. Guevara’s was published by his estate long after his death in Bolivia in 1967 while Granado’s was first published in Spanish in Cuba in 1978. In Spanish, Italian and French both diaries were published together. Granado had the advantage over Guevara of being still alive and therefore was able to revise his version of events and produce a more complete picture. Also, at twenty-nine he already had a political conscience. But what really makes Granado’s account of the journey so riveting is that as well as describing the journey, he is reporting his friend’s reaction to their adventures, thus unwittingly giving us a candid picture of the man who was to become Che Guevara—Latin America’s foremost revolutionary hero who later would say of himself: “I was born in Argentina, I fought in Cuba, and I became a revolutionary in Guatemala.” He was to die in Bolivia, fighting for the oppressed of the continent, having said that he had never felt like a foreigner in any country of Latin America. The journey described in this book marks the beginning of that discovery—that he was one with the poor and downtrodden of the Americas.

Later he would explain in his writings that because of the precarious conditions in which he traveled he was able to stay in touch with the people and see at close quarters the poverty, hunger and disease that afflicted them. It was during this journey that he realized that as a future doctor he would not be able to help these people because of the political make-up of the continent. It would not be enough to cure the effects, it was the causes that had to be attacked. So the man who had been an admirer of Gandhi for his belief in non-violence was to turn to arms to pursue his objective of liberating the poor and the disenfranchised of the Americas.

And yet, Guevara was a man full of humor and mirth, capable of huge pranks and practical jokes. He loved parties and drinking and women. The Guevara de la Sernas were a formidable clan who stayed close and united even after Ernesto became a Cuban public figure. And Alberto Granado, who at the end of this journey, had settled and married in Venezuela, was to join him in Cuba to support the revolution, not as a soldier, but as a scientist.

Walter Salles’s film The Motorcycle Diaries—starring Gael García Bernal, Mia Maestro and Rodrigo de la Serna—is based on the two diaries, and Alberto Granado was on location at Salles’s side throughout the shoot as an adviser thus bringing to the cinematic narration of the story the true flavor of the Latin America of the fifties.

L. Á. de T.
February 2003


Preface (2004) to the American Edition

The Return of the Sedentary Gypsy

My friend Ernesto Guevara de la Serna nicknamed me The Sedentary Gypsy because I was always dreaming up lengthy journeys for us to make while at the same time wishing to stay at home with my family and friends. He knew me well.

Today, almost sixty years later and owing to a whole range of different circumstances The Sedentary Gypsy has returned to the scene, leaving behind the peace and quiet of his home in the agreeable city of La Habana, where he has spent the past forty-three years surrounded by the warmth of his friends, students and colleagues and the love of his children and grandchildren.

How can I explain such a radical change in my life? I believe there is only one answer: I retired from my scientific career in order to give way to the new generation who are now mature enough to make their own contribution in the field of genetics. And I imagined a period of quiet. But one must be true to oneself—and the ever-present desire to see new skies even when it really meant revisiting skies that I had seen before....

How did the marvelous adventure that I describe begin?

Let me give you a brief summary of what happened: when in 1978, after the avalanche of propaganda caused by the death of my friend Ernesto Che Guevara had abated and false friends and pseudo-historians had finally calmed down, I decided to publish my diary of the journey that Ernesto and I had embarked on together.

The purpose of publishing it was to show the world that Ernesto was a man of flesh and blood and not a sort of mythological being, as some unscrupulous friends would have him appear, and above all, the enemies of my friend’s revolutionary ideas, who by transforming him into a myth hoped to prove that it was impossible to follow his example.

Following the success in 1992 of the Italian edition of both our diaries in a single volume called Latinoamericana, the long standing dream of transferring to the screen our wonderful journey across our long-suffering and beloved South America finally became a reality.

The opportunity then arose for me to act as a consultant during the shooting of the film and the documentary made about the film that was shot on location simultaneously. I had a choice between battling against my eighty years and going back on the road to relive the trip or staying and keeping company with other old people and doing the research for my new literary project on the similarities between Martí and Guevara.

But my indecision did not last long because I felt compelled to be with the actors and the director on location to ensure that fiction came as close as possible to the events that had taken place half a century earlier.

At the same time life allowed me to fulfill one of my most cherished dreams: to take my family to the places that I had so often told them about.

As has so often been the case, real life surpassed my expectations, and the reception I got from the actors, the director and the crew was fabulous and almost all my advice and suggestions were readily accepted. Of course that happened after an exchange of ideas and opinions which made me learn two things: the first is that once more fortune had brought together men and women of great sensitivity to make a film which is faithful to the spirit of what both Ernesto and I had poured into our diaries. And the second thing is how difficult and time-consuming it is to make a good job of shooting even apparently very simple scenes—for example, the scene in which Ernesto and I bid farewell to our beloved Poderosa II, a scene which in real life only took a few brief minutes, required more than half an hour before the director was satisfied. The most extraordinary thing is that gradually I realized that each time a scene was repeated it drew closer and closer to reality.

I also learned that although every crewmember seemed to be only interested in their own task, these individual efforts collectively resulted in creation of great quality.

As my readers will imagine, being the spectator of such a journey half a century later enabled me to relive moments of emotion with my loved ones who were accompanying me. But nothing was as deeply felt as the meeting with several of the patients afflicted with leprosy who remembered our stay at the leprosarium of San Pablo—and this peaked when the youngest of them (who back in 1952 was fifteen years old) recalled the moment in which I shook his hand without putting on gloves when we met and said affectionately: “After you two visited our hospital, people were kinder to us.”

What greater reward could one ask from life?

Alberto Granado, Mial1
La Habana, March 2004


Preface (2003) to the British edition

When a quarter of a century ago—in 1978—I wrote the foreword to the first edition of my book Con el Che por Sudamérica, I was only interested in bringing to the attention of the public both the greatness and the misery of Latin America as seen through the eyes of a dreamer, albeit one who was also a realist.

More than ten years had lapsed since the assassination of my beloved traveling companion, and the propagandist pyrotechnics created around his person by the self-appointed friends and the usual opportunists had died down. I thought it was high time to make known a very important facet of the life of the man who had already become the New Man for millions of women and men, the majority of them young, who saw in his example the path to follow if they were to create a fairer world.

My purpose at the time was to show, through my retelling of the story, that El Pelao (Baldy) Guevara of the motorcycle trip, Che Guevara of the Sierra Maestra and the great revolutionary leader, was just a man who was true to his principles.

But once again life has gone beyond my wildest dreams and here I am, fifty years after that trip, when luck, fate or whatever you want to call it affords me the opportunity of seeing a youthful reincarnation of myself at twenty-nine—in the person of the Argentine actor Rodrigo de la Serna, who relives episodes that took place in the last century and that are being re-created by Walter Salles for the film The Motorcycle Diaries.

Of all the episodes that I have lived through again there are four in the film that, for different reasons, have moved me more than I can say.

The first one in southern Chile was when I saw the re-enacting of the scene in which Ernesto, who had had too much to drink and was reacting to the provocative behavior of the wife of the mechanic who had tried to fix our motorcycle, attempted to leave the dance hall with her; but the woman, who was willing at the beginning, realizing that she was being watched, changed her mind and resisted his advances. Of course, he was in such a state that he was unable to change tack and that resulted in a tug-of-war between the two, which attracted the attention of the husband and his friends. Ernesto and I were forced to leave at high speed in order to avoid an unpleasant incident.

The other episode in Chile was the scene in which I bid farewell to the motorcycle, wrapped up in a tent as if it were a shroud, and thus leave my companion of so many adventures, abandoning it there.

Meeting up again with Zoraida Boluarte was really moving as she had been our guardian angel for the duration of our trip. She had been able to find us lodgings and food, due to her position as a social assistant at the Guía leprosarium, and had made us a present of a portable cooker, which was extremely useful during the Amazonian section of the voyage.

It is not easy to describe the mixture of joy and nostalgia that I felt on finding myself again in Lima, a city that taught both Ernesto and me so much, through the person of Dr. Hugo Pesce. He was the man who not only briefed us on the latest developments in the fields of allergies and asthma, but also introduced us to the most authentic of Peruvian poets, César Vallejo,1 as well as to José Mariátegui,2 a true Marxist of Latin American origins, with whose philosophy both Ernesto and I fully identified.

But the zenith of all emotions—almost impossible to describe—was my arrival at Santa María, a village near the town of Iquitos, where a section of the San Pablo leprosarium was rebuilt in order to film one of the most crucial stages of our now historic journey. There I met up with a group of patients who at the time of our trip were between fourteen and twenty years of age and who remembered in great detail our stay at the leprosarium, as well as the fact that we revolutionized the life of the inhabitants of the hospital and of the patients, who could not believe that two healthy men were prepared to share hugs, games and food with those afflicted by the fearful Hansen bacillus; and how the workers and doctors were astonished by this new way of facing the need to improve health by means of human affection without prejudice or fear.

But the most important fact, and the real reason that prompted me to include this preface, is that in each of the countries where the film was shot, it was done using local bit players, workers and advisers for each category, thus creating jobs at a time when there is massive unemployment as a result of the neo-liberal policies of those countries’ governments.

And a further cause for satisfaction is the fact that all the installations built at Santa María—the electricity supply, the meeting rooms, the pathways made of timber, the distribution of running water, all the grid that provides lighting to the village and all that was built for the film—remain in place for the enjoyment of the local inhabitants, and as a result will enhance the living conditions of each and every one of them.

So it can be said that history once again proves that one should be true to one’s principles and beliefs.

Ever on to victory.

Alberto Granado, Mial
Havana, February 2003


Foreword

It’s hard to pinpoint exactly when we came up with the idea for the trip. Literature played an important part. The urge to travel grew from reading Ciro Alegría’s4 books The Golden Serpent, The Hungry Dogs and Broad and Alien Is the World, all of which I had eagerly devoured.

I needed to see the world, but first I wanted to see Latin America, my own long-suffering continent—not through the eyes of a tourist, interested only in landscapes, comforts and fleeting pleasures, but with the eyes and spirit of one of the people, someone wanting to know about the continent’s beauty, its riches, the men and women who live there, as well as Latin America’s enemies, within and without, who exploit and impoverish us.

So from 1940 on, “the trip” became a journey through South America. Two years later, in 1942, Ernesto Guevara de la Serna—El Pelao, or Baldy, of my youth—came onto the scene, joining my usual audience of parents and brothers. With his natural irony and genius for criticism and argument, Pelao added a fresh note to our routine discussions of the Utopian journey.

Though barely fourteen years old, Pelao’s uncommon acumen (a perspicacity he retained throughout his extraordinary life) allowed him to see that while for my parents and even my brothers the journey was little more than an agreeable topic of conversation, a pretext for widening our knowledge of geography and politics, for me it was as real and tangible as the fact that I would one day become a biochemist, an honest scientist who would not sell out.

From that year on, Ernesto backed all my ideas and projects. Almost a decade passed before the plan became a reality, and whenever he detected a weakening in my resolve he would chime in with his refrain, “So, what about the trip, then?” I had only one answer, “Anything can go wrong, except that.”

My friendship with Ernesto grew year by year, and our need to embark on the journey became more imperative.

The main events of that decade pass through my mind as if glimpsed through a kaleidoscope: the student struggles in defense of democratic, bourgeois freedom, threatened at the time by our own local Nazism, which—dressed up as nationalism—seemed to be taking over the country; the persecution and imprisonment of the real champions of the Argentine people; the clash between students and reactionary teachers, which spurred us to do better than those who kowtowed to gain favoritism.

It was during those years that Ernesto and I had become aware of the Soviet Union and its titanic struggle against the Nazi hordes trying to wipe the world’s first socialist country off the face of the earth. In our eyes, Stalingrad, Leningrad, Brest and Moscow took on a new dimension. The heroism of the Soviet people could not be silenced by the alleged defenders of freedom and democracy.

The war years revealed the dishonesty of the capitalist press as their tissue of lies about the “red terror” and popular unrest vanished in the face of the unity of the people, the government and the Soviet Communist Party.

In 1945, I got my first appointment as a junior practitioner. This gave me my first opportunity to work in research, something I’ve never given up, although from time to time life has imposed other duties. A year later, I began to work in the J. J. Puente Leprosarium, in Córdoba. A fascinating world opened up before me.

The scourge of leprosy forces its victims out of society and at the same time makes them particularly sensitive and grateful. Anyone who has seen a leprosarium cannot but be won over by such a community of outcasts. During this period, Ernesto and I stayed in touch. By now his nickname El Pelao was replaced by Fúser—short for Furibundo, or Furious Guevara Serna—a tribute to his tenacity and fearlessness at rugby, the sport that, like soccer before it and shooting afterward, now filled our few free hours.

One day Fúser arrived in the remote hospital where I worked, hundreds of miles from Buenos Aires, on a bike with a motor fit only for the paved avenues of the city, but which Ernesto, with his determination and courage, had brought across plains, mountains and deserts.

Around this time I bought my “Poderosa II,” a powerful Norton 500 cc motorcycle, named after “Poderosa I,” the bike I’d used day in and day out during my student years for distributing leaflets at demonstrations and then eluding my police pursuers, as well as for outings to the rivers, lakes and mountains of my native Córdoba.

My sporadic meetings with Pelao confirmed how much we had in common. Literature gave us a lot to talk about. Around this time, a group of North American authors were first published in Argentina, among them Erskine Caldwell, Sinclair Lewis and William Faulkner, who laid bare the hypocrisy of American capitalist society and its discrimination against Hispanics and blacks.

Our interpretations of the works of Sartre and Camus, with their philosophical and political implications, gave rise to further discussion as we camped under starry skies, sharing maté, ideas and dreams around a cozy camp fire. Almost ten years went by in this way, seeing each other now and again; but rather than deter us, the passage of time gave us more and more reasons for undertaking our long-desired journey through Latin America.

Alberto Granado, Mial
Havana, October 1978
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