
[image: image]



“And we will continue together
until the road vanishes...”

from a poem Che wrote to Aleida.
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Publisher’s note for the English edition

The publishers of this English edition of Evocación: Mi vida al lado del Che by Aleida March would like to thank the following people for their contribution to this book:

Jo Connolly, Christine Graunas, Vanessa Hutchinson, Runa Kamijo, María del Carmen Ariet, Lidoly Chávez and Pilar Aquilera, for her sensitive translation.

Above all, we would like to thank Aleida March herself for being prepared to share for the first time her memories of a great legend and a great love.


OUR ALEIDA

She held her silence for decades, finding refuge on another plane. Aleida March drew strength from her pain and then dedicated her life to planting the seed of irrepressible memory. In this book, she has given us something authentic, profound, complex and rich.

Moreover, her memories are remarkably precise and astute. Oblivion can take different forms: To perpetuate Che as a myth, an ideal, is to assign him to oblivion. As the icon of liturgies is also oblivion for Che, as is Che gazing into the future as seen through the lens of Korda—Korda the poet. Similarly, the left that does not struggle, and is sluggish of mind, can no longer be considered left—it, too, is destined for oblivion.

Memory is sown in a different way—through immortal texts, supported by an immortal example. Action as the result of a material expression of thought can be the inspiration for a new generation, one that knows how to struggle relentlessly, indefatigably, with clarity and courage.

Our Aleida, the revolutionary, despite her doubts, has shown she knows how to give. She knew that pain is nourished by the blood of martyrs and the blood of the universe. In this book she now reveals to us the Che that was missing, the loving Che, with an affection that transcends love. An eternity of love, when the essence of a life lived is revealed. A love that transcends tenderness and has nothing to do with abstract idealism. It is a love that is returned to the person offering it, and in that person finds its dwelling place.

This young urban guerrilla, who was shaped by the struggle, now many years later bravely offers herself to us in letters, notes, poems and reflections on a life full of pain, fulfillment, challenges, transgression and heartbreak. This was the love lived. Here Aleida shows us how a personality grew, how it was discovered and displayed. She shares the meeting that marked forever how two lives became united.

She shows us how these lifetimes can define one’s destiny. How the fragile nature of a poet can reside within steel—the “poet” who unleashed hurricanes. I knew that poet who unleashed hurricanes, and I knew that young woman of firm convictions. They knew the secret of love. How fortunate it is that she has been able to share with the reader some of this story, by extracting memories from her well-guarded intimacy as a way of sharing her beloved and thereby allowing us to come to know him better.

For all of that, Aleida, many thanks.

 

Alfredo Guevara

Havana


DEDICATION

To my children,

My greatest source of inspiration.

To Fidel,

To whom I owe everything.

To Alfredo Guevara,

A friend for all times.

To Abel Prieto and Roberto Fernández Retamar,

Patrons of a different kind and of a new era.

To María del Carmen Ariet,

A friend, always willing to offer her help.

To Camilo Pérez,

Thank you for your much appreciated support.


PREFACE

 

One afternoon I held a tape recorder in my hands to collect my memories. But although I tried, I found I just couldn’t do it. So I discussed this with my friend and collaborator, María del Carmen Ariet.

At the time, I was working to create the Che Guevara Studies Center. Together, María del Carmen and I had archived Che’s documents, photographs, letters, poems and other personal items. It was a huge challenge. From that project emerged the plan to publish systematically all Che’s works. We wanted new generations to be able to know Che and understand what he fought for, to help young people feel close to him, not just as a symbol but as a real person who, from an early age, had great dreams and realized those dreams with a creative spirit.

As the Che Guevara Studies Center has developed, we have not only aspired to encourage the study of Che’s thought, life and example, but also to work with our local community in Havana to promote one of his most important qualities—ethics—so that they can understand the better world he fought for.

A few years ago, Mr. Giuseppe Cecconi, a gentle and persistent Italian man, approached me; he wanted me to write a script for a film he was making about Che. I wasn’t particularly interested in that project, but I realized that, apart from anything else, I owed it to my children to give my account of my life with Che. So I began to write down my recollections, everything I had lived through, everything we had experienced together.

This book is therefore my recollections, nothing more. I am not a writer. I simply put down on paper my most cherished memories, hoping that readers might appreciate what it cost me to share these precious letters and poems that until now I held so close to my heart.

 

Aleida March


Time, time that always passes.

It might be oblivion to forget,

a memory blown away like ash,

ash left to settle that can easily disperse,

disperse with the slightest breeze.

That is life, or tends to be life.

We must understand it and confront it.

I exist, nevertheless. I act and I even write,

and I am filled with love.

Alfredo Guevara


1

When I was very young, I loved to read romantic literature. Among the books I read was the novel Headless Angel by the Austrian author Vicki Baum and it awoke in me an urge to know more about the history of Latin America. My thirst for this knowledge led me to ask my friends for books about the Mexican revolution. This might seem insignificant now, but with the passing of time memories of one’s youth seem to become more vivid. I think in a way my life parallels that of the protagonist of the story in that book.

I have never fancied myself as a writer, probably because when it comes to writing my standards have always been set high, and I feel I can’t meet that standard. Nevertheless, I have written what could be considered the brief story of my life. Writing about my own life also provided an opportunity to narrate some of my memories of Che.

In this short account, I don’t want to highlight some moments over others. If I were to do so, I might run the risk of making mistakes or letting myself be swayed by subjective factors, and this would divert me from my original purpose.

It is quite a daunting task to describe my personal experiences with a man who, well before he was my partner, was already recognized as a remarkable individual. Of course my perspective is colored by our shared experiences and our shared political commitment. I made that commitment willingly and, as I have stressed, in many ways I had to abandon my individuality to become less of an “I” and more of a “we.” I have never regretted this.

The story begins with my first encounter with Commander Ernesto Che Guevara in the Escambray Mountains during the revolutionary war in Cuba. My first contact with the guerrillas occurred when Che and his column moved west, down from the Sierra Maestra in the former province of Oriente, into central Cuba. Che, an Argentine, with an already well-deserved reputation, was the leader of the Eighth Column. I was active in the urban underground movement and was sent on a mission by local leaders of the July 26 Movement. Our province (formerly known as Las Villas) was surrounded and closely monitored by repressive forces of the Batista dictatorship.1 My mission was to act as a courier, delivering money and documents to the rebels when they reached the Escambray Mountains.

It was a dangerous mission and this was my first chance to have direct contact with the guerrilla movement. On reaching the rebels’ camp, I found they were observing me as much as I observed them. Some of the guerrillas couldn’t figure me out at all, wondering what on earth I was doing there. This wasn’t particularly surprising because I hardly looked like a tough guerrilla fighter. I was quite a pretty young woman, looking anything but a battle-ready combatant.

My famous “first encounter” with Che has been somewhat embellished by many writers and journalists. In reality, it had nothing to do with fairy tales and Prince Charmings. Even though the Escambray Mountains are incredibly beautiful and the ideal setting for enchantment, those of us there at that time weren’t able to focus on the surrounding natural beauty.

Some years had to pass before I learned what Che had thought of our first encounter. In a letter he sent from the Congo in 1965, a letter full of nostalgia, he revealed what he had thought when he saw me the first time and in the days that followed. He described how he felt torn between his role as a strictly disciplined revolutionary and as an ordinary man with emotional and other needs. He remembered me as a “little blonde, slightly chubby teacher.” When he saw the marks left by the adhesive tape around my waist,2 he “felt an internal struggle between the (almost) irreproachable revolutionary and the other—the real one—overcome by shyness, while pretending to be the untouchable revolutionary.”

It was some time before we were able to acknowledge and then express our feelings for each other. Before doing that, we had to endure some terrifying moments and a few misunderstandings...

 

1. Fulgencio Batista y Zalivar (1901–1973) participated in the military coup that took place September 4, 1933.. The conservatives used him as a US stooge in the overthrow of the Grau-Guiteras government in 1934. He then ruled Cuba until 1944. On March 10, 1952, he organized another coup and initiated a bloody dictatorship. He fled Cuba along with a group of cronies in the early hours of January 1, 1959.

2. Aleida had brought a package containing money to the guerrilla camp in a pouch strapped around her waist with adhesive tape.


2

From the moment of that initial meeting, without my even realizing it, my life took a certain turn and I never looked back. I became involved in crucial events, now part of our country’s history. The memories come back to me like flashes of lightning. The intensity of events left no time for lengthy reflection. I felt we were living at a unique time, but we had no idea what the future might bring. Surprisingly, I came closer to really knowing myself, not because I feared death, because we were always aware of it, but rather because I was always challenging myself about what had led me there and about how strong my commitment really was.

Before I found myself in the guerrilla camp in the Escambray, my life had been like that of most other campesinos.1 Poverty, humiliation and violence were bitter realities in our lives.

I lived in Los Azules, so called, according to my mother, because of the color of the water in the river in earlier times. This was some distance from Santa Clara, the capital city of the former province of Las Villas, in the center of Cuba. It was an idyllic place with beautiful scenery. My world was the small piece of land that my father worked with much determination and, which despite his great efforts, was never very productive. I sometimes agreed with my mother, who saw it as the end of the world. We were surrounded by uncles and aunts and other poor neighbors, who had no hope for a better future.

I remember how the little kids would have fun swimming in the river while the older children would have chores to do. I was the youngest of five siblings: Lidia, Estela, Octavio, Orlando and me. I was completely unplanned by my parents and when I came into the world my older sisters were already interested in boys and dating. Lidia was 16 years old and my unexpected arrival was a cause for embarrassment, especially in those prudish times. The reason for the embarrassment was the fertility of my older parents, but I had a happy childhood within the small world of my family. My parents were strong and energetic, poor tenant farmers. But despite the difficulties they faced and their unfavorable situation, they did everything possible to encourage and improve the lives of their offspring.

My father, Juan March, was of Catalan origin, a typical campesino, but one who hailed from the city, which gave him a particular air. He liked to read and was cultured to some degree. He was honorable and egalitarian, but also quite introverted. My mother, Eudoxia de la Torre, was the complete opposite. She was a pure campesina with a fierce character, stubborn and persistent, who made sure we got by with what we had. They built a home founded on firm moral principles. They met all our basic needs with love, not by spoiling us or with excessive displays of affection, something not the norm among campesinos, who live very hard lives. We felt the love and support of our parents and we felt secure in the sense they would do everything they could for us.

My family experienced tragedies. Before I was born, my brother Osvaldo had died, leaving both my parents with a grief they never really overcame. My brother always remained present in our home. It was the custom to pay homage to departed loved ones by keeping photographs of them in the main room. In our home, the treasured photos were of my brother and my paternal grandparents.

Death was, however, a daily occurrence in the countryside, the result of the government’s corruption, neglect and apathy toward those living in the country. The rural poor often died because of a lack of medical care, often without ever knowing the exact cause of death. There were no roads or public transport in rural areas, and this meant a lack of access. Often the sick person could not be reached in time.

I was an innocent country girl, happy with my life. I was like a little bird, with few restrictions on my freedom in a beautiful landscape, surrounded by the beauty of nature. Behind my mother’s back I would go off riding horses and, while my sisters and mother washed clothes in the river, I would enjoy myself swimming with my cousins. We used the palm tree fronds to make skis to slide down the slopes into the river. There was nothing like it!

I still see myself as that peasant girl, a mixture of my parents with the strong influence of my father, a timid, quiet, not very expressive man. But I’m also restless and like to dream, a tendency that drew me closer to my mother, whose strength and spirit I always admired. I have to admit I cry easily, even to this day, probably due to being the youngest child of the family. Maybe I was a bit spoilt.

If I had to mention anyone else who helped shape me it would be María Urquijo, my teacher in the little rural school with multiple grades. By the grace and good deeds of my parents, the teacher used to stay at our house during the week. This made me respect and love the school even more, despite the poverty that was evident within its humble walls. Our little school was made strong through the discipline of a teacher who had found her true vocation. She forgot her personal problems—she was poorly paid and had a sick daughter—but she opened the doors of knowledge, despite obvious limitations, giving us a basic education to ensure we weren’t ignorant or indolent.

When María was unable to attend classes, Ursula Brito or Gilda Balledor would replace her—both also excellent teachers and wonderful human beings.

Of course, I can’t describe my childhood without confessing to some incidents of mischief. I will never forget the day an inspector came to our school, looking very elegant on his horse. I innocently invited him to stay at our house. Looking surprised, he said he could not stay because he would have nowhere to sleep. Without thinking, I told him he could sleep in the same bed as the teacher. You can imagine the look on everyone’s face, especially the look on Gilda Balledor’s face—she was the substitute teacher who was staying at our house, and she was single.

I developed a great admiration for anyone who knew more than me. I became a diligent student and, even though I was quite reserved, I had a great interest in mathematics, poetry and literature. I developed a curiosity to learn about other worlds and continually set myself new challenges. Even though we had few resources at our disposal, the teachers instilled in us a great sense of patriotism and ethics. On weekends we enjoyed public events honoring José Martí and the patriots in our wars of independence. In this way I developed a love of learning, nature and school, along with the ethical principles encouraged in my home, all elements that have influenced my personality and behavior.

Quite unexpectedly, my mother announced that I was to be sent to live in the town to continue my studies. I confess this was probably the first big challenge of my life. Up to that point, I had lived a life of freedom, in what I thought was the best possible world. I was quite shaken by the sudden possibility of having to leave home. I tried to change my parents’ minds; I succeeded in convincing my father, but my mother’s will was stronger.

The family had already dispersed to some extent by that time. My older siblings Lidia and Estela had their own homes. Both lived in the town of Santa Clara, which is why my parents were able to send me and my brother Orlando (six years older than me) to study there. So off we went to Santa Clara to live with our sisters and study in town.

Living away from home made me realize how much I needed my parents. I was so happy when my mother came for a visit. Santa Clara was a strange place for me. Although it was very much a provincial town, it expanded my limited horizons. I lived with my older sister, who had a different way of doing things. She worked, so I had to help out with the chores and look after her three children. I felt like a housewife, for which I had little vocation, and at the same time I had to keep up with my studies.

The biggest change for me was at school. I was used to my teacher María and her method of teaching. I was not yet aware of the limitations of my knowledge. I found it difficult to adjust to having homework, with which I struggled, especially English, a language strange and foreign to me. I just couldn’t relate to it and I must admit that I still find English hard. Nevertheless, eventually I became acclimatized to my new situation. Because I was young, I soon learned to appreciate the advantages of life in town.

I began upper primary school quite confused. Besides English, we learned music. I had no idea music could be a subject one studied at school. Eventually I was able to adjust with the help of some wonderful, supportive teachers, who introduced me to all kinds of new things.

Often school could be a place of prejudice and other barriers. There was discrimination based on gender, and the school had a militaristic atmosphere and authoritarian approach to discipline. For example, they would close the windows to stop the girls making contact with the boys. That is how schools were in those days.

Over time I became keenly aware of my limited education. I wasn’t used to going to the library, and I didn’t know how to search for new information that would help fill the gaps in my knowledge. Sometimes the teachers would ask me to write essays about historical figures I was supposed to know something about, but often I had never heard of them. I remember one such person was the Argentine writer, President Domingo Faustino Sarmiento.

Then an event occurred that made me realize how tentative life can be. My sister Lidia, who had taken me in, suddenly became very ill and died within a short period of time. My parents decided to move to Santa Clara, which meant our family was reunited and we had our first home in town. My mother took charge of Lidia’s children—her grandchildren—and my brother Orlando also came to live with us. My mother put aside her pain at the loss of her daughter, and through determination and hard work convinced my father to establish a new home. Our financial difficulties, however, did not end there, but we dealt with them more effectively.

Feeling the love and closeness of my parents helped me focus on my studies with greater enthusiasm. In my new role as “big sister” to my nieces and nephew, I would attend their school meetings. I helped them with their homework until, against our wishes, the boy went to live with his father, who had remarried. One of the twins went to live with my grandmother, and so we were left with only one of the girls.

Once I finished high school, I decided to study education, not because it was the easier option—I wanted to study medicine—but because of money. My family simply lacked the financial resources. Education was a quicker career that could be completed in four years and you could also start working immediately after you graduated—at least that is what I thought at the time.

I sat the very demanding entrance exam. Unfortunately, the gaps in my knowledge were very evident. The best result I got was in mathematics, but my bad grammar meant I failed Spanish. So again supported by my teacher María, I returned to study at a preparatory school in Santa Clara, in order to sit the exams a second time.

While I prepared for my exams I enrolled in the Institute of Secondary Education without taking into account the financial difficulties I might have. I needed books, which I had to buy, and once I finished I would still not be a qualified professional. But I was young and full of hope. I studied without allowing myself to think of failure, aware that if I failed, everything would fall apart. I also played volleyball and softball. I was pitcher of the softball team and I wasn’t too bad, drawing on my experience growing up in the countryside. I gave up sports when I became ill and my mother insisted I stop.

I finally passed my exams and began my teacher training at 15; I finished that course successfully in 1953. My brother Orlando supported me and I am very grateful to him for that. One of my uncles paid for my graduation. I was satisfied to have finished my studies and in time I grew to love my career as a teacher. In that same year I went to study pedagogy at the Central University of Las Villas, and this proved to be a very important decision.

Until 1956 my life was centered on study, sport being my only form of recreation, along with reading novels (especially romantic ones), going to the cinema whenever I could and to the park, which in a small town is a type of outing. There were a few young men who courted me, but I never felt in love, although sometimes I made a fool of myself by pretending to be in love. Having romantic dreams about imaginary princes was typical behavior for a young woman living in the provinces, especially one of my social class.

Fulgencio Batista’s coup d’etat in March 1952 was the first political event to have an impact on me. My parents favored neither political side, although my father, like the majority of Cuban people at the time, had placed his hopes in the Authentics,2 particularly in the man who came after the fraudulent government of Ramón Grau San Martín. Later, he supported the Cuban Revolutionary Party (Orthodox) under the leadership of Eduardo Chibás. Its slogan was, “Honor against money.”3

I remember everyone’s shock on March 10 when General Batista seized power. Everyone expected another corrupt regime, one even more subservient to the United States. When I left school that day, I went to the Institute of Secondary Education, near my home, to see what was happening. I expected it to be the center of protests against Batista. But everything there was quiet.

The following year, 1953, was the year of my political awakening. I heard stories about the July 26 attack led by Fidel Castro on the Moncada military barracks in Santiago de Cuba and its tragic aftermath when so many young people were rounded up and murdered in cold blood. The name of Fidel Castro now became familiar to some Cubans, who learned about his role in the student movement at the University of Havana and his affiliation to the Orthodox Party.

Most people, however, remained cynical after decades of politicking and empty promises. When I found out what had happened in Santiago de Cuba I became curious to know more about this Fidel Castro, the man who was reviving the ideas of our 19th century national hero José Martí with clarity and political vision.

After the joy of my graduation had subsided, I also learned pretty quickly about government corruption. It was impossible to gain a teaching position without handing over a large bribe. And even then, the post would be in some tiny school with multiple grades in a remote area.

My political education really began during my time at university. As I wasn’t yet a fully qualified teacher, I enrolled in the pedagogy faculty at the Central University of Las Villas. The university was reopening after a period of closure following Batista’s coup, and was trying to establish itself as one of the few elite universities that existed in Cuba in those days. The others were the University of Havana and the recently founded University of Oriente in Santiago de Cuba. This was a noble effort by the professors of the Central University, who tried to set the same educational standards as their counterparts at other institutions.

I took advantage of the free enrolment offered to students with good grades. I overcame the weaknesses of my academic development and tried to broaden my horizons, exploring all kinds of new things. I studied subjects like psychology, which I found most stimulating, and I spent more time reading serious books, although I did still enjoy reading romantic novels.

At university I formed close friendships, some through the Presbyterian Church. I had adopted that faith before going to university, because it was closer to my world and seemed very different from the Catholic religion. I thought the Catholic Church was full of pomp and hypocrisy, representing only the rich and powerful.

The Presbyterian Church seemed to allow more freedom of thought and was more in keeping with the times. Its members, ideas and interests were closer to mine. I still have friends from that time such as Sergio Arce and Orestes González, who are Presbyterian pastors and who have always been kind and understanding.

My studies remained the main focus of my attention for another three years. I was always walking a financial tightrope because I had not come from a well-off family. I kept searching for a teaching position, but jobs were scarce or nonexistent for women not prepared to offer up their bodies or honor in exchange for employment. The most one could aspire to was a poorly paid job in a private school or teaching private classes.

Meanwhile the political climate heated up and discontent spread among the population, at the same time as the repression increased. There were rumors that Fidel Castro, who had been convicted and imprisoned, had been granted an amnesty and freed from prison on the Isle of Pines. We heard that the July 26 Movement had been formed to honor the date of the audacious attack on the Moncada barracks. There was talk that Fidel had gone into exile in Mexico and that he made speeches there, promising to return to Cuba to liberate the country.

 1956 was a decisive year for me. I carefully studied an underground copy of History will Absolve Me, Fidel’s defense speech at his trial for the Moncada attack. I was excited to read a document I felt expressed my ideas about how Cuba could attain its dignity as a nation.

The atmosphere at university became tense; the situation deteriorated to the point where, like other universities, it was closed again the following year. This unrest was reflected throughout the nation. Even though the Central University of Las Villas did not have the same radical tradition as the University of Havana, our students opposed the dictatorship and began to organize in response to the continued repression.

By that time, I had completed three of my four years of the pedagogy course, but we were unable to complete our courses after the university closed.

One September afternoon in 1956, I met Faustino Pérez outside my house. He was a fellow Presbyterian, a good, kind man, who inspired such confidence in me that despite my usual timidity, without explaining myself very well, I asked him if I could join the July 26 Movement. Faustino had just come back from Mexico and he eagerly accepted my offer. That was how simple things were back then. I knew Faustino through my Presbyterian friends, Esther and Gladys González. Esther had been my classmate at teacher’s college, and Gladys and I became friends at university. We studied together and they shared their books with me; I was always welcomed warmly at their home and felt the affection of their family.

Everything came together around me. Margot Machado, head of the school where I worked in the morning, was an active militant of the July 26 Movement and later we carried out a number of assignments together as clandestine combatants of the movement.

 That was the way I became involved in the struggle. Another world then opened to me, and I have always regarded that as the real moment of my birth. From that point, I gave myself to the movement with complete dedication and sacrifice. This was probably one of the happiest times in my life.

 

1. The use of the term campesinos includes small farmers, tenant farmers (or peasants) and rural workers.

2. The Cuban Revolutionary Party (Authentic) was formed after the failed revolution of 1933, when revolutionary elements united to win the election. The party held power between 1944 and 1948, under Ramón Grau San Martín, the party’s main figurehead. He did not fulfill his electoral promises and was succeeded by Carlos Prío Socarrás in 1948. His government was characterized by corruption and inefficiency, which eroded support for the Authentics. Fulgencio Batista took advantage of the political discontent and organized a coup on March 10, 1952.

3. The Orthodox Party was formed in reaction to corruption of the Cuban Revolutionary Party (Authentic). The left wing of the Authentic party split away and called themselves “authentic-orthodox.” Led by Eduardo Chibás, in 1947 they opposed President Grau, and formed a new party, the Cuban Revolutionary Party (Orthodox), based primarily on the creole (national) bourgeoisie. The majority of the Cuban people supported this new party. Their slogan, “Honor against money,” struck a chord with the nation. Fidel Castro became a member of this party’s radical wing.
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