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Ciro Bustos was on trial for guerrilla activities in Bolivia when he heard that Che Guevara 
had been killed. “When I heard…it felt as if a bullet had hit me,” he says.

As the news of the Cuban revolutionary leader’s death ricocheted around the world, Bustos, 
a fellow Argentinian, had more reason than most to feel his life had been knocked off course.
In the months leading up to Guevara’s execution on 9 October 1967 he had been one of his 
most trusted collaborators.

Guevara was planning for Bustos to lead the next stage in his master plan. In his “Second 
Declaration of Havana” in 1962, Guevara famously called for socialist revolution throughout 
Latin America, and Bustos had come to meet him to put the finishing touches to their 
strategy to spark an uprising in Argentina. But history – and the CIA – had other plans.

On 19 April 1967, Bustos said goodbye to Guevara. “I could see that if we didn’t leave at that 
moment we would be stuck in the jungle,” says Bustos. “The Bolivian army was turning the 
whole area into a military zone.” 

With Bustos was the French intellectual Régis Debray, another disciple of the Guevara 
cause. Before they left, Guevara presented Bustos with his imitation sheepskin jacket to 
keep him warm. “If you’re arrested the most important thing is to conceal the presence of the
Cubans here and my presence, too, for the time being,” Guevara told him. “But, if you see they 



know everything, go for it, try and make as much noise as possible.”

His warning proved fateful. Bustos and Debray were arrested close to Muyupampa by the 
Bolivian army on 20 April. When Bolivian officers interrogated him, Bustos, obeying the first 
part of Guevara’s instructions, pretended he was Carlos Alberto Frutos, an amateur 
journalist covering the rights of political prisoners. His cover held, even when his 
interrogators were joined by the chief CIA operator in the Bolivian field, Dr Eduardo 
Gonzalez.

Rumours of Guevara’s presence in the jungle had circulated for weeks and the CIA were 
certain they could get definitive proof from the two prisoners. It was only after 20 days, when
Bustos’s true identity was revealed by his fingerprints, that he agreed to draw some rough 
sketches of the guerrillas in the jungle, and a map of where the camp was. By this point, he 
says he could see his interrogators already had the information they were looking for. Yet on 
the basis of these sketches Bustos has been framed by some – most notably Che’s French 
biographer, Pierre Kalfon – as Guevara’s traitor. 

Now, just over four and a half decades later, Bustos has written a vivid account of his side of 
the story – Che Wants To See You.

Today Bustos lives on his own in Sweden. Even at 81, he still displays the wiry physique and 
granite determination that helped him to survive the rigours of life as a guerrilla. He remains
frustrated at the lurking conspiracy theories about his role in Guevara’s final days.

He describes how one of his first encounters with Guevara was in 1961 at the Habana Libre 
hotel that had been commandeered by Castro as his headquarters. “Everything that 
happened in Cuba was happening at the Habana Libre then,” he laughs. “I heard that Che was 
going to be playing chess there.”

The occasion was a championship in which the Polish chess legend Miguel Najdorf, took on 
40 different players. He was blindfolded while his opponents played without restrictions. In 
his book, Bustos recalls: “The match ended with the hopes of most challengers dashed, 
Che’s included. In this particular battle, the strategist in chief was Najdorf.”

Yet it was Guevara’s grand strategies that would soon provoke world attention. In 1961 he 
was looking for individuals he could trust to put his theory of the “foco” into practice. This 
was the idea that a small nucleus of fighters can overcome a regular army in a country 
plagued by inequality, because the oppressed people will rise up and strengthen a 
determined struggle for power.

In July 1962, his close friend Dr Alberto Granado told him he should think about recruiting 
Bustos, who was then giving lectures on art appreciation in Santiago. Bustos, an Argentinian
artist, had championed the Cuban revolution ever since hearing a journalist’s radio 
interview in 1958 with Guevara and Castro as they camped out in Cuba’s Sierra Maestra.

“It was immediately clear it was very important – I told everyone I knew about it,” he says. 
Right from the start he related more strongly to Guevara than the revolution’s leader. “[His] 
voice spoke to me personally, from conscience to conscience,” says Bustos.

He made the precarious journey from Argentina to Cuba in 1961. When Che recruited him the 
next year, it was decided he would join what eventually proved to be a failed venture led by 
Jorge Masetti – the same journalist who had inspired him to go to Cuba – to foment guerrilla 
warfare in Argentina.



Bustos was one of the few involved to emerge from that first Argentinian expedition with any
credit. Guevara summoned him back to Havana to ask him to return to Argentina to co-
ordinate a national guerrilla front. “He made a somewhat jokey reference to the fact that I 
was still alive,” Bustos says. After that meeting they would not see each other for almost 
three years.

Bustos’s account of their final Bolivian venture contrasts his excitement about seeing 
Guevara. “It was as if the chief electrician had suddenly illuminated the stage,” he says, 
against the fighters’ growing awareness of the odds being stacked against them. They knew 
the Bolivian communist leadership was against the operation.

On the world stage, Russia was becoming increasingly edgy. And multiple desertions from 
Guevara’s troops led directly to the Bolivian army’s discovery not just of the original camp 
but of photos of Che and other of his soldiers in the jungle.

The operation was doomed almost before it started. But for those who want to pin the blame 
for Guevara’s discovery on the evidence unearthed by the CIA during their interrogations, 
the question has been which of the two prisoners – Debray or Bustos – cracked first?

Both Jon Lee Anderson, Guevara’s biographer, and the Swedish documentary Sacrificio, 
made in 2001, argue that because Bustos concealed his identity for 20 days, it was Régis 
Debray who gave the CIA what they were looking for first.

Both men were in an impossible position. Yet Debray emerged as a hero and Bustos, after 
being convicted for guerilla activities in Bolivia after standing trial in 1967, was consigned to 
obscurity under a shadow. Mr Debray did not respond for a request for comment by The 
Independent.

Looking back now, was Bustos aware as he drew those pictures that day, that they would 
change the course of his life? “I have been asked this question so many times,” he sighs. “It 
meant nothing. All I did was draw people with beards.”

Death in Bolivia: Guevara’s last days

4 November, 1966: Disguised as a middle-aged Uruguyan businessman, Guevara travels to 
Bolivia to launch a revolution.

April-September, 1967: Che’s group wins several battles but struggles against CIA-backed 
Bolivian forces.

7 October: Informant reveals location of Guevara’s guerrilla camp. Bolivian troops encircle 
the position. Guevara is wounded and taken prisoner.

9 October: President René Barrientos orders that Guevara be killed despite pressure from 
the US to extradite him. Guevara is shot nine times with a semi-automatic rifle to give the 
appearance that he was killed in battle.
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Ciro and Che

Ciro Bustos was one of Che Guevara’s most trusted soldiers – yet he was painted as the 
Latin Revolution’s Judas, selling out his comrades and leading Che’s killers to his doorstep. 
Rachel Halliburton travelled to Sweden to meet a man fighting to reclaim his history.

Che Guevara makes an appearance on ‘Face the Nation’ at CBS TV studios in New York City, 
13th Dec, 1964. Photo: AP/Press Association Images

Rachel Halliburton  21 June 2013 (Taken from: #11)

Bolivia, March 1967

On top of a hill, looking down on the canopy of the Bolivian jungle, stands a man with a gun. 
He is struck by the strange stillness of his surroundings as he gazes across grassy peaks 
poking “like dunes in the desert” above the lush vegetation. It’s the beginning of the end, but 
right now he doesn’t know this. As far as he’s concerned he’s part of a mission that’s going to 
change the world.

Two figures appear and disappear between the hilltops, winding their way ever closer. It 
takes hours for them to arrive. “Members of a phantasmagorical platoon approached us,” 
remembers the watchman, “as if from another world…” He hasn’t seen the leader of this 
phantom troop for three years. On more than one occasion he has heard rumours of his 
death. But now here he is. “He had a rifle on his shoulder, a 1930s anarchist’s cap on his head, 
a thin beard and a pipe hanging from the corner of his mouth,” the watchman remembers. It 
was Che Guevara. “Che came up to where I was standing, paralysed,” he says. “He took off his
rucksack, leaving it on the ground, his M2 leaning against it, and we fell into a prolonged, 
silent embrace.”



Seven months later Che Guevara would be dead and the man who hugged him on that 
Bolivian peak would be accused of the betrayal that lead to his murder. That man is Ciro 
Bustos.

The library of Che
Malmö, Sweden, 2013

Eighty percent of the books in Ciro Bustos’s study are about Che Guevara. Scanning his 
shelves I see highbrow biographies, military histories of his campaigns in Cuba, Argentina, 
Guatemala, the Congo and Bolivia. It’s as if Bustos is either perpetually preparing himself to 
be counsel for his own defence or trying to understand his own history. The tomes include a 
volume by Che’s French biographer, Pierre Kalfon – the most vocal historian to label Bustos 
as Guevara’s traitor.



Ciro Bustos at home in Sweden in 2013

Kalfon’s thesis that Bustos was the Judas in the Bolivian set-up was 
systematically taken apart in the 2001 film ‘Sacrificio: Who Betrayed Che 
Guevara’? In the film, a slickly edited piece of investigation, Bustos told Swedish 
journalists Erik Gandini and Tarik Saleh that he suffered from such bad tension headaches, 
he had to take pills all the time to control them. But today the 81-year-old is not visibly bowed
down by the pain of history – there’s a core of steel to him and his eyes occasionally flicker 
with a hawkish impatience. Throughout the conversation he gesticulates calmly but 
emphatically – there’s a sense of someone finally getting the chance to tell his side of the 
story.

When I heard Che talk, it felt of huge personal importance. It was a voice that could have 
belonged to a brother or friend”

The tale begins in 1958 when Bustos – then an artist living in Argentina – heard a radio 
interview between Che and journalist Jorge Masetti. “When I heard Che talk, it felt of huge 
personal importance,” he says. “It wasn’t the arrogant, pompous voice of a politician or 
professional demagogue. It was a voice that could have belonged to a brother or friend, 
nothing strident, like having a quiet conversation in a café… Fidel [Castro] was dignity, 
standing tall, talking to a dormant America. But the other voice spoke to me personally, from 
conscience to conscience.”

Bustos left Argentina by ship to join the Cuban revolution. Once there, he demonstrated both 
an enterprise and an intellectual dedication to the cause that soon brought him to the 
attention of Dr Alberto Granado, who had famously travelled round South America with Che 
on a motorbike. “I glimpsed that my coming to Cuba was starting to make sense. I was 
summoned to the ministry of industry at two in the morning,” Bustos recalls, smiling 
ruefully. There he was introduced to Che. “We sat down to talk just like two Argentines in a 
café. It wasn’t an exam, just a long exchange of opinions, ideas in common, work experience, 
mutual friends in Buenos Aires, illusions, disappointments, etc.” At the end of the 
conversation, it was agreed that Bustos would be part of an advance movement to foment 
guerrilla war in Argentina. Jorge Masetti – the journalist whose interview with Che had led 
Bustos to Cuba in the first place – would lead the campaign. It would prove to be a disaster.

The Argentine foco

Masetti, Bustos and a small group of guerrillas entered Bolivia via Prague, Paris and Algiers 
before finally crossing over the border to Argentina. The fighters were charged with putting 
into action Guevara’s “foco” theory – the idea that a small nucleus of fighters can eventually 
overcome a regular army in a country riven by inequality, because the oppressed people will
rise up and strengthen a determined struggle for power.

Before long Bustos was exposed to the realities behind Che’s revolutionary rhetoric. Not 
least of the problems was Masetti’s increasing revelation of dictatorial tendencies as the 
pressure intensified. When we talk about it, it is the only point in our conversation where 
Bustos shows distress at what happened in his past. I ask him about the moment when 
Masetti decided that a member of their group, Miguel, should be executed for 
insubordination. Bustos’s eyes moisten, and a tremor enters his voice. “That was 
disgraceful. But it was war. There had to be discipline. The problem was that his actions were
jeopardising everyone else in the group.”

Worse was to come. Pupi Rotblat, a recruit from Buenos Aires, found the physical and 
mental rigours of guerrilla life too demanding, and Masetti decided he should be shot for 



lowering morale. Another soldier was chosen to shoot the tranquilised Rotblat as he lay in 
his hammock, but did not aim properly. Rotblat was left wounded but alive and Bustos had to 
go and finish off the job himself. He reveals that after that no matter how hungry he got, he 
could not eat horse meat because “it reminded me of the smell of the blood in the hammock 
of our victim, shot in Salta”.

The operation collapsed in the spring of 1964. While Bustos was on a mission to Buenos 
Aires, a group of new volunteers who arrived in the jungle turned out to contain two 
undercover agents from Argentina’s secret police force. When word got to Bustos that the 
cell had been infiltrated, he fled to Uruguay. But the stamina and initiative he demonstrated 
during the whole hapless affair convinced Guevara that Bustos should play a larger role in 
his long-term strategy.

They met again in Havana in 1964. “Che was very relaxed, as if we had seen each other the 
previous week,” remembers Bustos. “He joked about the fact that I was still alive.” Che 
ordered Bustos to return to Argentina and coordinate an underground guerrilla front that 
would be activated later. Guevara, meanwhile, would visit the Congo before attempting to 
spread the Latin American revolution from Cuba to Bolivia.

Marching to León Felipe

Bustos and Guevara reunited three years later on that Bolivian hilltop. Bustos had travelled 
to the jungle to train with Che and discuss the next moves for the Argentine cell. Guevara 
had underestimated the scale of the Bolivia campaign. He had expected to deal only with the 
Bolivian army, which was notoriously badly trained and equipped and he had failed to 
anticipate who else would stand against him.

The revolution’s main opponent remained the US, and the CIA backed up the Bolivian forces 
both with training and on the ground support. The Soviet Union warned that crucial Russian 
economic assistance to Cuba would be cut if the guerrilla struggle continued in Bolivia. 
Meanwhile inside Bolivia, communist party leader Mario Monje also didn’t want armed 
conflict.

Che was facing enemies from all sides and finding the jungle a hard homeland. “His clothes 
were torn to shreds, a trouser leg was missing, the right sleeve of his khaki shirt hung in 
tatters but was perfectly buttoned at the wrist,” Bustos remembers. “It was not just any old 
combat uniform. He was wearing the clothes of universal misery, threadbare and filthy.” 
Guevara’s health had also deteriorated and he was suffering crippling bouts of acute 
asthma. Meanwhile, his troops displayed “exhaustion and plummeting morale”.

Bustos has, however, one particularly poignant memory. As they marched one night, he 
became increasingly disturbed by a continual muffled sound. “It was almost supernatural,” 
Bustos remembers. “On a flatter stretch, where walking was easier, the mystery revealed 
itself. The noise began taking shape: I could hear words; harmonious, suggestive, beautiful 
rhythmic words. It was Che reciting poems by León Felipe as he walked.”



Che 
Guevara, centre, shortly before his execution at the hands of the Bolivian army. Photo: AP 
Photo/Courtesy of Felix Rodriguez

On 19th April 1967, Bustos said goodbye to Guevara for the last time. The Bolivian army was 
approaching and Bustos’s leader ordered him to leave Bolivia alongside the French Marxist 
theoretician Régis Debray, (who was in the country to meet Guevara), and an Anglo-Chilean 
journalist, Philip Andrew Roth. Just hours after leaving the camp, they were seized.

At first Bustos convinced his interrogators that he was Carlos Alberto Frutos, a journalist 
and civil engineer, but when fingerprint records from Argentina revealed his true identity 
after 20 days, the artist was ordered to draw pictures of the guerrillas and their leader  in 
Bolivia and a map of where the camp was. By this point, Bustos says, he could see his 
interrogators already had the information they were looking for – but history would not 
forgive him for his sketches.

The official announced that they had news from Vallegrande. When I heard what it was it felt 
as if the same bullet that killed Che had hit me”

How does he feel today when he remembers drawing those pictures? A look of weary 
exasperation crosses his face, and he starts to flick his fingers. “All I did was some pictures 
of men with beards.” Not all the guerrillas he depicted existed – he recounts to me with some
amusement that the CIA spent months chasing two of his invented individuals. But Che was 
among the pictures and however it was that the Bolivian army found him, when they did 
there was to be no mercy.

Bustos learned about Guevara’s death on the day of his execution – 9th October 1967. “A 
soldier entered and started whispering to an official. Then the official announced that they 
had news from Vallegrande. When I heard what it was it felt as if the same bullet that killed 
Che had hit me,” says Bustos.  The next day he and Debray were sentenced to 30 years in 
prison.

The blame game

For some people being captured together is a bonding experience, but for Bustos and 
Debray it was to prove quite the reverse. Debray, an intellectual who had travelled to Cuba 



after writing ‘Revolution In the Revolution’, an analysis of the changes brought about by 
Castro and Guevara, quickly won international support not least through his mother’s 
connections with the De Gaulle government. This meant that he was treated as an 
international cause célèbre – intellectuals including Jean-Paul Sartre, Bertrand Russell 
and Hannah Arendt campaigned for his release. Bustos, however, even when his true 
identity was unmasked, managed to play down his importance in Che’s operation. As a result
he was viewed as a minor character, not just by the CIA but by the world.

There were so many factors stacked against the operation from the start that it seems unfair
for anyone to pin its downfall entirely on the information given by the two men after they 
were captured. Even if their interrogation did yield the crucial information, some argue that 
it was Debray – not Bustos – who provided it. Che’s biographer, Jon Lee Anderson, says that 
“according to his former interrogators, it was Régis Debray who provided the final 
confirmation of Che Guevara’s presence in Bolivia. At first, Debray claimed he was a French 
journalist, having nothing to do with the guerrillas, but after his interrogation became 
tougher he succumbed, confirming that the guerrilla comandante known as ‘Ramón’ was in 
fact Che Guevara.” To be fair, both men were in a life and death situation – most of the 
guerrillas captured after them were executed. And Debray’s international fame as an 
intellectual made it more difficult for him to conceal his identity.

A small crowd of students demonstrate demanding that Regis Debray be freed by Bolivian 
authorities on 22nd June 1967 at the Bolivian Embassy in Mexico City. Photo: AP/Press 
Association Images

But it is Bustos’s reputation that has been most smeared.  Richard Gott, the writer and 
historian, was in Bolivia at the same time as Bustos – and was one of four journalists to see 
the body of Che Guevara when the Bolivian army brought it to Vallegrande. “Ciro had a very 
raw deal from the word go,” declares Gott when I speak to him. “People didn’t realise what he
was trying to do [under interrogation], which was to protect his Argentine contacts. So he 
sort of played the fool. I never understood how the idea he was a traitor took off, since the 
evidence was very slight. All he did was draw pictures of the guerrillas.”

Bustos and Debray spent three years in prison. In December 1970 the two men were 



released after a Bolivian coup brought to power President Torres, who gave them an official 
pardon. Debray went on to serve in François Mitterrand’s government, and has a string of 
publications to his name; Bustos went first to Chile, and then back home to Argentina, but the
beginning of the Dirty War there meant he, his second wife Ana Maria (from whom he is 
separated), and two children had to flee to Sweden in 1976.

I email Debray to ask for his thoughts on the situation. But the academic has not commented 
on the subject for decades, and I am to prove no exception. So this time, aptly, it is left to 
Bustos to have the last word. With typical self deprecation he declares: “In the particular bit 
of history I have related here, especially relating to Che’s aims during the latter stage of his 
life, everybody lied. Naturally I did too. I lied to the army, to the CIA, to the court and, hence, to 
public opinion. I lied deliberately and by omission. But I lied to protect the interests of people 
on the outside and, incidentally, to save my own life; not for personal glorification, quite the 
opposite, since it cost me my pride and self-esteem. Because lying is a double-edged sword:
you lie to defend yourself, but it also destroys you and your reputation. You make a choice, 
take personal responsibility, balance how much you have to gain against how much you will 
lose.”

https://www.slow-journalism.com/from-the-archive/ciro-and-che 
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• Reviewed by: Paul J. Dosal -  Cinema Guild, Inc., 2001. 60 mins. $295 VHS; $99.95 DVD.

Sacrificio: Who Betrayed Che Guevara? Directed by Eric Gandini and Tarik Saleh. New York: 
The Cinema Guild, Inc., 2001. 60 mins. $295 VHS; $99.95 DVD.

This documentary explores the reasons for Che Guevara's defeat in Bolivia. A number of 
myths about Guevara's demise survive, including the favorite of the conspiracy theorists, 
who claim that the Central Intelligence Agency used top-secret surveillance techniques to 
hunt him down. Then there are the critics of Fidel Castro, who charge that he betrayed his 



former comrade to appease the Soviet Union. Some well-informed Che admirers still 
believe that Ciro Roberto Bustos, an Argentine painter who was captured after leaving Che's 
column, surrendered vital information under interrogation, leading the Bolivian army and 
CIA to Guevara.

Starting from the questionable assumption that somebody betrayed Che, the filmmakers 
investigate the allegation that Bustos betrayed Che. Bustos has lived a quiet exile in Sweden 
since he was released from prison, reluctant to appear as the Judas who betrayed the 
secular saint of revolution. Apparently, recent works about Che did not exonerate Bustos to 
the satisfaction of these filmmakers. They seek the truth from Bustos first and, naturally, he 
denies that he gave up any useful information to his interrogators. The sketches of the 
guerrillas and the maps of their camps and trails were evidently no help to them at all. 
Gandini and Saleh then seek corroboration from Felix Rodríguez, the Cuban-born CIA agent 
assigned to track down Guevara, and Gary Prado, the Bolivian commander of the platoon 
that captured Guevara. They also interview biographer Pierre Kaflon, who repeats the 
charges against Bustos, and biographer Jon Lee Anderson, who urges caution. They even 
attempt to interview Régis Debray, the radical French intellectual who was captured with 
Bustos and interrogated by the Bolivians and the CIA. Debray refuses to talk to the 
filmmakers about a past he chooses to forget. His reluctance to talk evidently serves as 
sufficient evidence to acquit Bustos and convict Debray as the traitor.

The documentary is attractive, with great images over English subtitles and a catchy sound 
track, but it reflects poor scholarship. Recent studies of Che have [End Page 514] established
that Bustos and Debray did in fact contribute valuable information to the pursuit of Che. 
However, a number of factors led to Guevara's defeat. Without the guidance of a specialist to 
place this documentary in its proper context, it is doubtful that viewers can learn much about
the reasons for Guevara's failure in Bolivia. The filmmakers ignored the warning issued to 
them by Anderson that no one person, other than Che himself, can be held responsible for 
Che's defeat. Che's devoted followers are still seeking for the Judas who sold out the 
revolutionary to the imperialists. If this documentary has its desired affect, Che's fans will 
now blame Debray, and Bustos can live peacefully in Sweden. Although the bold efforts by 
Gandini and Saleh to make history accessible to a younger audience are laudable, this 
documentary starts from a faulty premise and ends with a conclusion as flawed as the myth 
they originally sought to dispel.

Paul J. Dosal

University of South Florida
Tampa, Florida
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Che Guevara's 'betrayer' tells his side of the story after 40 years 

Sam Jones 
Ciro Bustos, who sketched Guevara's face for the Bolivian army, tries to kill myth he sold out 
the Argentinian revolutionary 
@swajones

 
Ciro Bustos’s memoir Che Wants to See You tries to kill the myth that he sold out Che 
Guevara. Photograph: Sean Smith for the Guardian 

Ciro Bustos was 26 and at his in-laws' house for a barbecue one spring Sunday in 1958 when 
he first heard the voice. It belonged to a fellow Argentinian, a doctor four years his senior 
who was fighting alongside Fidel Castro in the mountains of south-eastern Cuba.

As he listened to the radio, the young artist was struck by the contrast between the 
grandiloquence of the Cuban and the quiet, almost apologetic tones of the Argentinian.

"The way Che spoke, the way he answered questions, was totally different from Castro," 
says Ciro, whose recollection of the broadcast has not been blunted by the intervening half-
century.

"There was no bombast, no prima donna attitude. It was like talking to your brother, so 
normal and so calm. That was what moved me so much."

The interview Radio El Mundo carried that Sunday proved a siren call. Che Guevara's voice – 
and the political struggle he embodied – would lead Bustos to Cuba, Czechoslovakia, Algeria 
and back to Argentina before the disastrous Bolivia expedition of 1967 that would cost Che 
his life and blacken Bustos's name for four decades.

Until 2007, when his memoir, Che Wants to See You, appeared in Spanish, Bustos had been 
seen by many as the man who betrayed Guevara and his brothers-in-arms by sketching 
their faces for his interrogators, who caught him after he marched out of the Bolivian jungle 
on Guevara's orders.



 
Che Guevara in 1958, the year Ciro Bustos first heard his voice. Photograph: Cap. Antonio 
Nunez Jimenez/AFP/Getty Images 

The book, which has just been published in English, is prefaced by a quote from another 
figure that looms large in the Argentinian psyche – Jorge Luis Borges: "Moreover, we do not 
know if the universe belongs to the real world or fantasy."

Given the number of accounts written by outsiders about Guevara, the accumulation of claim
and counter-claim – not to mention the extraordinary experiences he and Che shared – the 
line felt more than a little apt, says Bustos. "All the things that happened, all the good things 
as well as all the mistakes, seem almost imaginary, almost made up," he says in his deep, 
sing-song Spanish.

Bustos shares Borges's obsession with the duality of heroism and betrayal and the book, he 
says, is his attempt to kill the myth that he sold out Guevara. Had any journalist bothered to 
find him and ask him what really happened, he adds, he would have told them the truth. As it 
was, no one solicited his version of events until the US reporter Jon Lee Anderson tracked 
him down to Malmö in 1995.

"I can't explain why the press did this but it's like the Argentinian writer Tomás Eloy Martínez 
said: 'Whenever there's a hero, there's a traitor.' So that's what the press created."

It is a version for which he has paid dearly. "This story," he says with wet eyes, "has cost me 
40 years; 40 years of bad faith. That's why I wrote the book." As the title suggests, Bustos's 
book is the record of a young man's political vocation. And although it often reads like a 
hagiography of Guevara – Bustos marvels at his leader's strength of character and 
compares him to Alexander the Great and the young Napoleon – he refuses to deify him.

From their first meeting in Guevara's office in the ministry of industry in Havana, says 
Bustos, Che was startlingly down-to-earth. "He wasn't what I expected. He was much nicer. 
All I knew of him was what I saw in photographs and what I heard on the radio and in the 
press. But when I met him, I met a fully rounded human being totally free from pomposity. 
When the time was right, he had a sense of humour, too."

Guevara was sufficiently impressed with his compatriot to include him in his plans to sow 
revolution in their homeland. Bustos and several others were trained in insurgency in Cuba 
and Algeria and then sent to northern Argentina to establish a guerrilla network. Their 
mission, which was overseen by Jorge Ricardo Masetti, the journalist turned fighter who 
had interviewed Che in the Sierra Maestra five years earlier, was dogged by disaster and 
terrible morale. As the situation in the jungle worsened, Masetti appeared to grow ever 
more authoritarian, ordering the weakest members of the groups to be executed. On one 
occasion, Bustos had to finish off a condemned man named Pupi who was lingering too long 
in his death throes.



Although the memory of that day remains fresh, Bustos says he and Masetti were simply 
doing what had to be done. "I still think about Pupi, but there was a problem that needed to be 
dealt with. In a struggle where you're risking your life, the worst thing that can happen is for 
morale to break down. That's what happened."

Yes, Pupi was a casualty, he adds, but he wasn't the only one; everyone who had volunteered 
for the struggle had been told the same thing: "None of us will make it to the end of this alive."

The jungle eventually claimed the life of Masetti, who emerges from the book as a tyrant to 
rival Mr Kurtz in the Heart of Darkness. Despite his methods, Bustos cannot help admiring 
his former commander's extraordinary dedication and force of will.

"He took an idea and devoted himself to it entirely," he says. "That was his strength – and it 
was a strength he radiated to other people. He lived by example. People who think he was 
mad don't get it: he'd given himself to the cause wholeheartedly."

Bustos emerged from the jungle to carry on building a revolutionary network in Argentina. 
Three years later, in 1967, Che asked him to join his guerrilla band in Bolivia, where he hoped 
to detonate a "continental revolution". But, like the Argentinian operation, the mission was 
doomed to failure: the Bolivian army soon got wind of their presence and began closing in. 
Bustos and the French Marxist theoretician Régis Debray, who was in the country to meet 
Guevara, left the guerrilla force with Che's blessing but were soon captured by the Bolivian 
army.

Bustos kept his interrogators at bay for three weeks, telling them he had been on his way to 
a conference on political prisoners when he had run across the guerrillas. But when it 
became clear that the CIA and the Bolivian army already knew everything – including who 
many of the guerrillas were – he changed tack. Bustos confirmed that he was an Argentinian
artist and agreed to sketch some of the fighters to prove that he was not lying.

"I took the opportunity and drew," says Bustos. "If the guerrillas were dead anyway, what 
difference would it make? None. But the people who were working clandestinely [in 
Argentina] had to be protected."

Forty-six years after he drew the likenesses of his comrades, Bustos remains convinced 
that he did the right thing: "Of course I'm angry that people keep on talking about the pictures.
They're picking up different bits and pieces without understanding what actually happened."

A few months later, on the day he and Debray were sentenced to 30 years in prison by a 
Bolivian military tribunal, Bustos learned that Guevara had been captured and executed. 
Hearing the news, he felt "as though the bullets that killed him had hit me, too … it was like 
losing a leader, a brother and a friend all at the same time".

After spending almost three years in a cage in the grounds of a military base, he and Debray 
were freed in December 1970 after a leftist general took power in Bolivia. After a stint in 
Salvador Allende's Chile, Bustos returned to Argentina only to flee to Sweden in 1976 when 
his life was threatened by the rightwing death squads that had begun purging the country of 
dissidents.

Despite his years of imprisonment and exile, Bustos has few regrets.

"The people who died paid the highest price," he says. "I survived to watch my family grow. If I
could live my life over again I'd do the same things with the same people."

• Che Wants to See You: The Untold Story of Che Guevara by Ciro Bustos is published by 
Verso



'If Che saw his face on a T-shirt, he'd think he failed'

One of the things that most saddens Ciro Bustos is Guevara's posthumous fate: in the five 
decades since Che was shot in a shabby schoolhouse in southern Bolivia, Bustos has 
watched legend devour the reality of the man he served.

A particularly sore point is the Che image that stares out from T-shirts around the world. The
real revolutionary, Bustos claims, would be horrified to know that his image had supplanted 
his ideas.

 
Che Guevara T-shirts. Photograph: Chris Hammond/Alamy 

"When I was last on Calle Florida in Buenos Aires, everyone I passed was wearing a Che T-
shirt," he says.

"I saw one young guy in a Che T-shirt and I asked: 'Why have you got Che on you? Was it 
because he was a fighter?' He couldn't answer. It's just an image now. Nothing more. People 
need to read so that they understand his true nature and personality. If Che saw his face on a 
T-shirt, he'd think he'd failed: he wanted to destroy the myths."

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/jul/03/che-guevara-betrayer-ciro-bustos 


