Had he lived, Che Guevara would have
been 90 this month. The guerrilla
ﬁghter, doctor, writer and idealist
found fame as a hero of the Cuban
revolution. Long before all that
though, he was Ernesto Guevara –
an Argentine youth who grew up in
Rosario and Córdoba Province. In the
month of his birthday, we go in search
of the man and the legend
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n a small side street in Buenos Aires’ old town, San Telmo, a
worn image of Che Guevara stares out from a chipped and fading
mural. His dark eyes gaze at passers-by from under painted
black brows, and his wavy hair is topped with trademark beret.
Somewhat incongruously, the artist has painted him in a blue-andwhite striped tank top, rather than his usual fatigues. But still, the
image is instantly recognisable from Guerrillero Heroico (Heroic
Guerrilla Fighter), the iconic photograph of Guevara taken by
Alberto Korda, which Time magazine once called “the most famous
photograph in the world”.
The shot, taken in 1960, and reproduced on T-shirts, murals and
countless student-bedroom posters today, is testament to his lasting
legacy. Indeed, his legend has only grown since he was executed
by the Bolivian army in 1967, aged 39. It’s not entirely favourable:
a guerrilla ﬁghter who dreamed of an egalitarian society, Guevara
believed armed struggle was the only way to achieve his aims. For
every person who sees him as a symbol of hope – even a secular
saint – there’s one who sees a murderer who lost sight of his ideals.
Hero or villain, our fascination with him remains. His political
writings have been translated into hundreds of diﬀerent languages.
His image is one of the most recognisable in pop culture. And
the journals he kept during his road trip across 8,000km of South
America live on as The Motorcycle Diaries, a book and popular 2004
ﬁlm. But for all the hype, little is ever said about Che’s Argentinian
origins. How is he seen in the country of his birth? Ahead of what
would have been his 90th birthday, we went in search of his roots. »

“For all the hype, little
is ever said about Che’s
Argentinian origins.
How is he seen in his
country of birth?”

In 1943, the family
moves again and
Ernesto goes to
school in Córdoba
1920

Ernesto Guevara
is born in
Rosario in 1928

090

n

1930

1940

Because of
Ernesto’s asthma,
the family moves
to Alta Gracia,
a small city in
Córdoba Province
in 1932

1950

Along with his
friend Alberto
Granado, Che
takes off on his
first motorcycle
journey across
Latin America in
1952, inspiring
The Motorcycle
Diaries

His second trip
in 1953 takes
him to Guatemala
and Mexico,
where he joins
Fidel Castro’s
guerrilla group

1960

Castro and
Guevara travel to
Cuba to lead the
Cuban Revolution
in 1956. Che
joins the new
Cuban government,
but later resigns

1970

After trying and
failing to lead
a revolution in
Congo, he takes
his struggle to
Bolivia, where
the Bolivian army
finally captures
and executes him
on 9 October 1967

Opening page⁄
Grafﬁti in Buenos Aires’
San Telmo district
From above⁄
The house where Ernesto
“Che” Guevara was born
in 1928 in Rosario; Ernesto
pictured around 1934
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Above⁄
The ranch in Alta Gracia
where the Guevara family
moved in 1932 to help
alleviate Ernesto’s asthma

In June 1928, newly wed couple Celia de la Serna and Ernesto
Guevara Lynch were travelling by steamboat from their yerba mate
(tea) plantation in Misiones Province down the Paraná River to
Buenos Aires, so that Celia could give birth to their ﬁrst son. Her
labour started sooner than expected, and the couple stopped in
Rosario. On 14 June, Ernesto – later nicknamed Ernestito, Tete,
Chancho and ﬁnally Che – was born.
Today, Rosario, a city on the bank of the Paraná River, a threehour drive from Buenos Aires, is known for its beaches and grilled
catﬁsh. But in 1928 the river was clogged with ship traﬃc ferrying
cargo to Buenos Aires. What is now a cheery waterfront promenade
was in those days a crowded dock, closed to the public.
Newborn Ernestito only spent a few months in Rosario before
he and his family continued their travels to the capital, but the

city remembers him. Tourists can download a map of “Che sights”,
to visit the bench where the ﬁrst known photograph of him was
taken, or see the front of the building where he was born. In 2008,
fans donated nearly 15,000 old keys to build a bronze statue of
Che. The city also funds CELChe, the Latin American Che Guevara
Studies Centre, which houses a small museum and library.
The Guevaras were aristocratic but no longer wealthy by the
time their eldest son was born in 1928. They travelled regularly
between their plantation in Caraguatay, in the north of the
country, and their house in Buenos Aires. But Ernestito suﬀered
from severe asthma and in 1932, when he was four years old, his
parents moved the family to the small town of Alta Gracia, outside
the city of Córdoba, hoping the dry country air would help their
son’s condition. »
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Today Alta Gracia is a small city known for its Jesuit ruins,
surrounded by the mountainous Córdoba countryside. Back in the
1930s, it was a popular destination for wealthy Argentines with
respiratory problems.
“This was a kind of exile for the family,” explains Horacio López, a
local historian who wrote a biography of Che Guevara’s early years.
“It was a wild childhood, under the open sky,” López says. “He had
lots of adventures. He was diﬀerent, not just because of the constant
asthma attacks but also because he was always coming up with
ideas and plans to go to the mountains, to play games in his house.”
Guevara’s asthma attacks were acute, and his childhood was
peppered with doctors’ visits, injections, diets and long stretches
of time stuck waiting for the pain to pass. When the asthma kept
him indoors, he would read. “He found refuge in reading. It was
an important way to pass the hours.” He was to keep this love of
reading his whole life, and even the FBI ﬁles on him will later
condescendingly admit that he was “quite well read... for a Latino”.
Although Ernestito didn’t have a strong political conscience when
he was young – that came later, when he came face to face with
poverty during his travels – struggling with his asthma gave him an
iron will, and an ability to overcome his body’s limits that would
serve him well as ﬁghter. “His will saved him,” says López.
When López grew up in Alta Gracia in the 1970s, “Che Guevara
was a bad word,” he says. “He was like a ghost who had passed
through, nobody wanted to talk about him.” But today, Villa Nidya,
the house where Che Guevara grew up, has been turned into a
museum, and the town embraces their home-grown hero. »
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“It was a wild
childhood, under
the open sky.
He had lots of
adventures”
From top⁄
On the ranch in Alta
Gracia, set against the
Sierras Chicas; Ernesto
and his sister Celia riding
in Alta Gracia in 1933

Clockwise
from right⁄
Córdoba’s lively Güemes
neighbourhood of
independent boutiques,
restaurants and bars;
the Colegio Nacional de
Monserrat in Córdoba,
where Guevara began his
secondary education;
Córdoba Cabildo, the
former town hall

“Before the museum, nobody really knew that Che had lived here
or who he was,” says Adelina Coda, the cultural director of Alta
Gracia. “He was a very distant character for the city. Now he’s an
icon.” Fidel Castro himself visited the museum in 2006, when he
came to Córdoba for the South American Mercosur trade summit.
Outside Alta Gracia, the Córdoba landscape has hardly changed
in the 70 years since the Guevaras moved away. Gauchos still roam
on horseback, herding cattle across the rolling hills of the Sierras
Chicas. The rugged landscape stretches for miles, dotted with tall
waving white stalks of pampas grass. It’s beautiful, and deserted
on a sunny day. Though many Argentines come to Córdoba to
enjoy the scenery, fewer foreigners have discovered the area.
“It’s the hidden gem of Argentina,” says Kevin Begg, the owner
of Estancia Los Potreros, a ranch and guest house an hour outside
Córdoba city. “You can ﬁnd little things that no one else has found.”
Between herding cattle and horseback rides, Begg regales
his guests with tales of disappearing for days to camp in the
countryside as a child and of the Kennedys vacationing secretly
next door. He isn’t impressed by his revolutionary neighbour. “He
had wonderful ideals. But the means to those ideals weren’t great.”
Like Eva Perón, who Argentines of diﬀerent political leanings
see as either a saint or a devil, Guevara is a polarising ﬁgure.
But unlike Evita, Begg says he didn’t really have an impact here
because his active adult life was spent elsewhere. “He doesn’t
raise passions in Argentina, because he wasn’t a part of Argentine
history. He was born here, but his thing is about Cuba.”
This plays out in the city of Córdoba, where Ernestito moved
in 1943 and where he lived for four years. Unlike Alta Gracia and
Rosario, Córdoba doesn’t have any monuments or even oﬃcially »
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While
you’re in
Córdoba

Sleep
Windsor Hotel
& Tower
This classic
hotel in the
historic city
centre is just
steps away from
Plaza San Martin,
the Jesuit Block
and many of the
city’s tourist
attractions.
windsortower.com

Eat/drink
Apartamento
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Above⁄
Grafﬁti in the
centre of Córdoba

facebook.com/
apartamentobar

Do
Córdoba has a
thriving cultural
scene. Catch a
show at one of
the city’s many
cultural centres,
including the
Paseo Cultural
del Buen Pastor,
a former women’s
prison. Sunday’s
art market in
Güemes is another
don’t miss.
cultura.cba.gov.ar
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acknowledge him. Instead, with around 1.5 million inhabitants,
Argentina’s second largest city is most proud of its warm
atmosphere and friendly people. “It has a family vibe,” says Giuliana
Cucurullo, a young Buenos Aires native who recently moved here.
“It gives the feeling that it was a small town that turned into a city.”
There are still unoﬃcial places to look for Che, if you know where
to look, though. In the historic centre of the city, one of the buildings
is the Colegio Nacional de Monserrat, which he attended for several
years before transferring to the Colegio Deán Funes, where he
ﬁnished high school in 1946. It marked the beginning of the end of
his time in Argentina. In 1947, he moved to Buenos Aires to study
medicine. Then in 1952 he took oﬀ on his ﬁrst nine-month, crosscontinental motorcycle journey, and after graduating in 1953 he set
oﬀ for good, this time to Guatemala, Mexico, and ﬁnally Cuba. He
returned only once, in 1961, for a secret meeting with the president.
But even though he left his childhood world behind, and never
returned to Córdoba, Rosario or Alta Gracia, there are still those
here who are proud to call him a countryman.
“I think he was a crazy man who defended his ideals until death,”
says Natacha Brendolise at her stall at the Sunday art market in
Córdoba’s hip Güemes district. “And I love that he’s from Córdoba.”
Córdoba is a seven-hour drive from Buenos Aires. Book ﬂights
at Norwegian.com

This popular
casual restaurant
in the Güemes
neighbourhood is
known for its
tasty pizzas,
eclectic décor
and extensive
cocktail menu.

