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‘This is a fine, massively detailed monument to a lost cause … Tremlett has accomplished a tremendous feat’ Jonathan Meades, Daily Telegraph

‘Magnificent. Narrative history at its vivid and compelling best’ Fergal Keane

‘Meticulously researched and engagingly written. Tremlett resurrects an extraordinary cast of characters … The Brigaders remain heroes of the left for their internationalism and self-sacrifice. Tremlett has done them proud’ Economist

‘The bravery and sacrifices of the volunteers from all over the world who fought fascism in Spain keep alive interest in the civil war. Many of the tens of thousands of books about the conflict are about the International Brigades but there has never been one like Giles Tremlett’s deeply moving and endlessly informative account. Bursting with memorable quotes and anecdotes, it provides, in lucid and compelling prose, the overall history of the Brigades that has been lacking’ Paul Preston

‘Tremlett’s book marks a heroic episode in the history of the left. At a time when real fascists with real guns are patrolling the streets of American cities, and when far-right violence is on the rise in Spain, the sacrifice of the International Brigaders deserves to be remembered. In doing so, Tremlett reminds us that even just wars are dirty and chaotic, breeding grounds of sadism and injustice, and that the selfless often die first’ Paul Mason, Observer

‘Tremlett deftly interweaves this rich archival material with colourful first-hand accounts from numerous participants … A highly engaging read, helped considerably by the author’s fluid prose style and journalist’s eye for a good story … Undoubtedly a well-researched and comprehensive work of scholarship’ Richard Baxell, Spectator

‘Remarkable … A fascinating part of the Civil War … [The book] weaves archival material with colourful first-hand accounts’ Simon Basketter, Socialist Worker

‘This evocative study is the first comprehensive history in English of all the 35,000 international volunteers who fought the combined forces of Hitler, Mussolini and Franco in Spain … Far more than a civil war, it was Europe’s war against Fascism. Giles Tremlett encapsulates its huge stakes perfectly … There’s no feeling of a heavy read here, such is Tremlett’s deft handling of the material and page-turning prose. The story races along, replete with memorable stories and poignant vignettes … [A] gripping book’ Helen Graham, Literary Review

‘Tremlett’s book provides a comprehensive narrative history of the Brigaders, while exploring the volunteers’ role in Spain and beyond … A lively, hugely readable, scholarly book, combining archival material with a wealth of secondary sources’ Alejandro Quiroga, BBC History Magazine

‘Impeccably researched … [A] remarkable assemblage of first-hand accounts … Perhaps one of the most valuable qualities Tremlett brings to this historical tour-de force is a determination not to avoid the darker side of goings on within the ranks of the Brigades … In our own troubled political times, with the far right and fascism again on the rise, there is much that resonates and that we can learn from this magnificent book’ Herald





For my mother, Berenice Tremlett,
and dedicated to the memory of my father, Edward Tremlett




BY THE SAME AUTHOR

Ghosts of Spain

Catherine of Aragon

Isabella of Castile





[image: ]





GILES TREMLETT is a contributing editor to the Guardian and Fellow of the Cañada Blanch Centre, London School of Economics. He has lived in and written about Spain for over twenty years, and is the author of Catherine of Aragon, Ghosts of Spain and Isabella of Castile, winner of the 2018 Elizabeth Longford Prize. He lives in Madrid with his family.




Contents

Introduction

1 Welcome to the Games: Barcelona, 19 July 1936

2 The Workers and the Army: Madrid, 20 July 1936

3 Amateur Warriors: Tardienta, August–September 1936

4 The Fascists Are Here: Seville, August 1936

5 A Professional View: Huesca, mid-September 1936

6 Creating the Brigades: Madrid, Moscow, Albacete, October 1936

7 The Tower of Babel: Albacete, October 1936

8 The First Brigade: Gran Vía, Madrid, 8 November 1936

9 No Pasarán: Parque del Oeste, Madrid, 9 November 1936

10 Death in the Park: Casa de Campo, November 1936

11 Bulletproof Books: University City, Madrid, November 1936

12 A New Brigade: Albacete, Chinchón, Cerro de los Angeles, 9 November 1936

13 Save Madrid: University City, November 1936

14 Hail, the Saviour of Madrid!: Cinema Monumental, Madrid, November–December 1936

15 The Battle of the Mist: Boadilla, 14–23 December 1936

16 Stalin Was Still a Saint: Albacete, November–December 1936

17 Sans Nom and the Poles: Southern front, Andalusia, Christmas Eve, 1936

18 Men in Rubber Coats: Lopera, 25 December 1936

19 Justice and a Different Kind of Army: Lopera, January 1937

20 Mothers and Jews: Algora, 1 January 1937

21 The Final Battle for Madrid: Las Rozas, Aravaca, Villanueva, January 1937

22 Bethune, Blood and Bombing: The coast between Málaga and Almería, February 1937

23 A Valley Called Jarama: Pindoque railway bridge, 11 February 1937

24 The British: San Martín road, Jarama valley, 12 February 1937

25 Disobeying Orders: Jarama valley, 13 February 1937

26 The Yanks Are Coming!: Jarama valley, 16 February 1937

27 Mussolini at Guadalajara: Brihuega, Torija, Trijueque, 9 March 1937

28 The Italian Civil War: Brihuega, 10 March 1937

29 The Battle of the Loudspeakers: Palace of Ibarra, Brihuega, 13 March 1937

30 Blue Nose and the Deserters: Valencia, 20 April 1937

31 Hemingway: Men and women in war: Brihuega, Madrid, March–April 1937

32 Damage in Catalonia: Barcelona, late April 1937

33 Attack!: Guernica and Valsaín, April–June 1937

34 The Death of Lukács: Huesca, early June 1937

35 Brunete: Denmark, early summer 1937

36 The Romanillos and Mosquito Ridges: Guadarrama river, 8 July 1937

37 Resist: Brunete plain, 12 July 1937

38 The Coup that Lasted a Year: Brunete plain, 18–26 July 1937

39 The Price of War: Brunete plain, 25 July 1937

40 Vengeance: Quinto, Aragon, 24 August 1937

41 Conquest: Belchite, 31 August 1937

42 The North Pole: Teruel, December 1937

43 Blitzkrieg: Belchite, 9 March 1938

44 Boy Soldiers: Guadalope river, 19 March 1938

45 Defeat, Despair, Hope: Móra la Nova, 4 April 1938

46 Prisoners: The monastery at San Pedro de Cardeña, autumn 1938

47 The Last Charge: Ebro river, 24 July 1938

48 Resist, Fortify and Be Vigilant: La Cova Hospital, La Bisbal de Falset, July–September 1938

49 Dreams of Home: Sierra de Pàndols, early August 1938

50 The Last Fight: Barcelona, 16 September 1938

51 Farewell to Arms: Northern Catalonia, 24 September 1938–8 February 1939

52 ‘Premature Anti-Fascists’: Paris, 21 August 1941

Abbreviations

Notes

Bibliography

Acknowledgements

Tables

Index





THE INTERNATIONAL BRIGADES, SPANISH CIVIL WAR 1936–39

COUNTRIES OF ORIGIN

In 1936, many of today’s countries were colonies or part of larger sovereign entities. Volunteers in the International Brigades came from some four-fifths of the fewer than eighty sovereign countries and dominions then in existence. It is impossible to calculate how many non-sovereign countries, colonies and other territories were represented, but there were at least twenty-five.

SOVEREIGN NATIONS AND DOMINIONS




	Albania
	Egypt
	Peru



	Andorra
	Finland
	Philippines



	Argentina
	France
	Poland



	Australia
	Germany
	Portugal



	Austria
	Greece
	Romania



	Belgium
	Hungary
	Russia (USSR)



	Bolivia
	Iraq
	San Marino



	Brazil
	Iran
	South Africa



	Bulgaria
	Iceland
	Spain



	Canada
	Ireland
	Sweden



	Czechoslovakia
	Italy
	Switzerland



	Chile
	Latvia
	Syria



	China
	Lithuania
	Turkey



	Colombia
	Luxembourg
	United Kingdom



	Costa Rica
	Mexico
	United States of America



	Cuba
	Netherlands
	Uruguay



	Denmark
	New Zealand
	Venezuela



	Dominican Republic
	Nicaragua
	Yugoslavia



	Ecuador
	Norway
	



	El Salvador
	Panama
	



	Estonia
	Paraguay
	





NON-SOVEREIGN NATIONS, COLONIES, PROTECTORATES, INTERNATIONAL ZONES, SOVIET REPUBLICS AND OTHERS




	Algeria
	Indonesia
	Scotland



	Lebanon
	Armenia
	Slovakia



	Belarus
	Macedonia
	Slovenia



	Croatia
	Montenegro
	Tangier



	Cyprus
	Morocco (French)
	Ukraine



	Danzig
	Morocco (Spanish)
	Vietnam



	Ethiopia
	Pakistan
	Wales



	India
	Palestine
	West Indies



	French Indochina
	Puerto Rico
	





Sources: RGASPI 545.6.1–66 and 545.2.108, with thanks to Severiano Montero
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Introduction

Virgilio Fernández del Real came through the doorway to my Madrid apartment in his wheelchair dressed as theatrically as always. A thick, black, maroon-lined Salamanca cape was wrapped around his upper body, keeping out the March chill. Pinned onto his black beret were a ribbon bearing the purple, red and yellow stripes of Spain’s lost Second Republic and a badge in the same colours carrying the triangular symbol of the International Brigades. A luxurious white beard, topped by rheumy blue eyes and bushy white eyebrows, occupied much of the space between beret and cape. First reactions to him differed. Some saw a stern sort of gravitas, others an adorable abuelo, or grandfather. Either way, he impressed.

On this day in 2018, however, Virgilio was a shadow of the vigorous nonagenarian I had met just three weeks earlier. He looked pallid, pained and listless. Two weeks of illness and hospitalisation are debilitating at any time, but more so at ninety-nine years old. I had offered him a place to recover from the after-effects of a virus until he felt well enough to return home to Mexico. Despite the constant reassurances of his wife Estela Cordero, I found myself silently panicking that he might never recover. The next morning Virgilio, now dressed in a soft scarlet leisure suit, still looked wan, but when I offered him breakfast he asked me to fry two eggs with chistorra sausage. Clearly, he was feeling better.

Virgilio lived in Guanajuato, a quaint, former silver-mining city built atop a criss-cross of tunnels in a steep-sided river valley. A retired paediatrician, he had made his home in a colonial-era hacienda with a walled garden full of exotic plants. It also serves as an arts centre named after his deceased former wife, the Canadian-born artist Gene Byron. Virgilio returned to Madrid every year or so, answering the call of those seeking to remember the more than 35,000 foreign volunteers who came to Spain to fight in a war that pitted fascist troops and weapons – provided to the reactionary general Francisco Franco by Hitler and Mussolini – against those defending the democratic Republic. To some, Virgilio was a hero. The queue of people traipsing through our kitchen to pay homage over the next few days was remarkable. To others in my conservative neighbourhood, where a deep-seated suspicion of the political left has passed through the generations, he may have seemed like an elderly devil.

More than a year later, in May 2019, Virgilio sent me a message after Madrid’s city elections saw conservatives take power with the backing of a new far-right party, Vox. ‘We have to prove that we are the immense majority, and those fascists can start getting ready to ir a tomar por culo [stick it up their arse],’ he said. Virgilio, by then a centenarian and still an avowed communist, had lost none of the political indignation that saw him join the International Brigades as an eighteen-year-old ad hoc anaesthetist.

Earlier that same month I had planned to visit Geoffrey Servante, the only remaining British Brigader, at his retirement home in the Forest of Dean. Servante’s Spanish experience began with a bet in a Soho pub in the summer of 1937, where he overheard someone saying that it was no longer possible to join the International Brigades. They told him that the politics of fascist appeasement (masked as ‘non-intervention’ in the Spanish Civil War), had forced the French to close the land border while warships from Britain and elsewhere patrolled the coasts. ‘I bet you a hundred quid I can do it,’ said Servante. The former Royal Marine, educated by Jesuits and uninterested in politics, beat the blockade.

Unlike the fifth of British volunteers who died,1 and the considerable number who were injured, Servante survived the war unscathed.2 In fact, his small artillery unit took part in no major battles and his stories suggest that Spain was mostly fun and games. Perhaps everything was like that to him. A mischievous grin crosses his face in photographs from those days, but also in more recent ones. He never collected his bet money, however, since the man who offered the wager died before he returned home. I had just obtained Servante’s daughter’s email and was composing a message to her when I typed the family surname into an online search engine to check the spelling (remarkably close to the Spanish Cervantes, but on Forest of Dean records for several centuries). That is how I discovered Servante had died two weeks earlier, aged ninety-nine. I had spoken to other Brigaders from Britain, the United States, and elsewhere, before – and was always impressed by the intensity with which they recalled their experiences – but was particularly sad to miss Servante. He had been one of the few vocal survivors who openly fitted a description that more piously political Brigaders, who were sometimes known as ‘100 percenters’, called ‘adventurers’. Such men wore their experience more lightly, and were rarely heard from afterwards. He was probably more representative than we imagine.

Virgilio did not return to Spain. In November 2019 he sent me a video of what, in his now wheezing voice, sounded much like a last public proclamation. ‘I will be 101 on 26 December,’ he said, before calling for Mexican domestic servants to be given proper labour rights, and declaring ‘¡Viva la República Española!’, ‘Long Live the Spanish Republic!’ He never did celebrate that birthday, dying just nine days before the date. ‘I hug him and it is as if he is still here, but also far away,’ Estela wrote in a message sent fifteen minutes after his death.

Only two other veterans of the International Brigades, living in France and Spain (since the Brigades, in a largely ignored part of their history, also recruited locally – with Virgilio one of the first Spaniards to join, becoming part of the diaspora of Republican exiles after the war), are now known to be alive. Even they may well not be with us by the time this history of the International Brigades reaches readers’ hands. In a way, that is a relief. There is no one to offend or argue with, and the Brigaders were a strong-willed, disputatious lot. It also makes this an apt moment to write their history. Apart from their historical relevance, they deserve to be remembered not just by those who sympathise with their mostly leftist politics but by anyone who believes Western democracies were right to fight fascism in the Second World War. The great Republican senator and Vietnam veteran John McCain – hardly a radical leftist – noted shortly before his own death in 2018, that many Brigaders had ‘just come to fight fascists and defend a democracy … I have always harbored admiration for their courage and sacrifice’.3

War is often binary. You win or lose, are victorious or defeated. There are usually only two sides, forcing a choice between often imperfect opponents. The volunteers who joined the International Brigades formed a veritable Tower of Babel, speaking a cacophony of languages from around the world. All the nations of Europe and the Americas, bar the occasional archipelago or island state, were represented. No single nationality can claim predominance.

More than half the foreign volunteers were communists and their well-structured national parties were crucial for organisation and recruitment. Yet this does not define the Brigaders. Volunteers did not pledge allegiance to the communist cause. Nor should they be called an exclusively ‘Comintern army’, with the implication that they were run directly from Moscow by the Communist International – even if this, again, oversaw both the creation and organisation of the Brigades. In political terms they saw themselves, like the Republic they came to defend, as a broad popular front force of the kind that voters in both Spain and France had recently placed in government. Within their ranks there were left-wingers of all kinds, centrists, Catholics, Protestants, atheists, practising and secular Jews, Moslems and, also, agnostic adventurers. Given that people from China, Vietnam, Indonesia, Syria, Abyssinia, Turkey and Latin Americans of mixed, indigenous or black African roots also joined their ranks, there were many other belief systems too.4 Jews from across the world were so numerous that they provide an alternative narrative to the traditional lament for a people passive in the face of the coming Holocaust. In Spain they consciously fought against fascism, bravely and well.

Most Brigaders fitted into one of two overlapping categories: the devout and the displaced. The former were highly politicised, while the latter belonged to a first or second generation migrant diaspora in Europe and the Americas that had suffered the hardship of economic or political exile. These were not uniformly ‘good people’, as this history makes clear. That is too much to expect from 35,000 soldiers, however idealistic their task. Desertion was frequent. Prisoners were shot. There were cowards, psychopaths and rapists in their ranks. Nor did that idealism – which was extraordinary in terms of race (providing, for example, the first black American commanders of white troops) and the attempt to unite people across national and cultural boundaries – extend to everything. Stalinism lurked, and not just in the wings. Homosexuality was punishable. Women were looked down upon or mistreated by, amongst others, the misogynistic International Brigades chief André Marty. Those women who joined the Brigades mostly served as doctors, nurses, translators or propagandists. The front line was reserved almost exclusively for men. Yet the writing of these women and of other female observers is often more revealing than the dutiful memoirs of the men who fought or, in an organisation obsessed with its own narrative, were employed to write. Separating truth from wishful-thinking and propaganda is the greatest challenge for anyone investigating the International Brigades.

Although the International Brigades are often referred to as a ‘transnational army’, they never formed, in the operational sense, an independent, self-sufficient ‘army’ or any other kind of autonomous unit. Instead, they were a provider of frontline shock units to the Republican army (and also of smaller artillery, anti-aircraft and medical units). The half-dozen brigades mostly operated as separate units, and the three to six battalions in each one (and, occasionally, smaller companies) were sometimes deployed independently, or loaned out to Spanish brigades or divisions. The International Brigades, in other words, were grouped together for recruitment, training and administration – and sometimes fought side-by-side – but took their orders from the Republican government. At full strength, the Brigades numbered more than 42,000 men, according to paymaster records from December 1937.5 Some 32,500 foreign volunteers passed through their ranks, according to the Brigades’ own records, while Spanish recruits like Virgilio made up the rest (and often became exiles after the war). Given the early chaos in record-keeping, however, I estimate the overall total of foreign Brigaders at 35,000.

Despite the outpouring of literature by, or about, the International Brigaders (and one incomplete bibliography contains 2,317 books in dozens of languages6), there has been no comprehensive, global history in English for four decades.7 Even in Spanish, and with the exception of Rémi Skoutelsky’s French-coloured but excellent Novedad en El Frente, the 1974 edition of Andreu Castells’s Las Brigadas Internacionales de la Guerra de España remains the most complete study. Almost all published books concentrate on individual experiences, or on volunteers of a single nationality. A wealth of primary sources has become available since then, especially with the opening of the surviving parts of the International Brigades’ own archive in Moscow. I am fortunate to be the first historian of the Brigades to have unlimited access, since a digitised version of these records became available shortly before I began my research six years ago. This narrative history uses that archive extensively, and others in places as far east as Warsaw, Poland, and as far west as Stanford, California, to retell their story and reassess the Brigades’ role and impact – which extends far beyond Spain and the civil war years.

As a result, the number of countries that sent volunteers must be revised upwards. The standard figure is fifty-two, but the Comintern files reveal sixty-five named countries.8 While five of these – Palestine, Armenia, Cyprus, Ethiopia and Puerto Rico – were not fully or properly independent, many of today’s sovereign states either did not exist or were in those parts of a world still dominated by large empires. In fact, men and women from almost four-fifths of the world’s sovereign countries or empires were present. Volunteers from within empires were often listed by their metropole. Algerians, Vietnamese and some Moroccans, for example, were registered as French. The half-dozen Indian volunteers mostly appear as British (though 35-year-old Gopal Mukund Huddar from Nagpur, who used the nom de guerre John Smith, is also being listed as coming from Iraq). Indonesian-Chinese doctor Tio Oen Bik was counted amongst the Dutch.9 The Ethiopians (then Abyssinians) mentioned by some Brigaders were mostly registered as Italian. The story of black volunteers, indeed, is wider than the Americans and Cubans who are usually cited – and includes Yvan Dinah, a 23-year-old French law student and battalion commander from Martinique.

Some volunteers are impossible to pin down by nationality. Who is the single ‘Moor’ who crosses the frontier late in 1937 – maybe Palestinian communist Najati Sidqi, who ‘went to defend Jerusalem in Cordoba’?10 Where should we place those who arrived from Free City of Danzig, or from internationally administered Tangier, at the same time? In today’s terms, too, we would have to divide up Yugoslav volunteers into seven different countries, or those from Czechoslovakia into two. Even the Indian recruits included men like Doctor Ayub Ahmed Khan Naqshbandi, from Lahore, now in Pakistan. I have been unable to ascertain how many of the roughly two hundred ‘Russian’ exile volunteers were originally from what today is Russia, and how many from other parts of the Soviet Union.11 It would be surprising if some were not Georgian, or from elsewhere. Volunteers came, then, from sixty sovereign (or mostly independent) states in 1936, and more than eighty of today’s countries.

How many died? By the end of March 1938, with the carnage of the Ebro Battle still awaiting, the Brigades counted 4,575 foreign volunteers dead, or fifteen percent. The overall figure is much higher, since another eighteen percent were missing – either lost in action, or having deserted, and the Ebro accounted for between ten and fifteen percent of the total number of dead. In fact, more than half of the volunteers were out of action by then, since a further sixteen percent had been repatriated (usually wounded or unfit) and seven percent were in hospital in Spain. The most reliable national studies, for France, Canada and the United Kingdom, show up to a quarter dead – depending on nationality. My final, conservative estimate is that one in five volunteers died and became, in the words of Hemingway’s eulogy to the lost Americans, ‘part of the earth of Spain’.12

Only one political and moral category fits almost all the Brigaders. They were anti-fascists. The crucial binary choice for foreigners in the Spanish Civil War – which stretched over most of the three years prior to the outbreak of the Second World War – was between fascism and anti-fascism. This choice was explicit at the time, made obvious by the units sent by Hitler and Mussolini, and often expressed as fear for the future. Although few could foresee the full ghastliness of that, it was effectively a choice between the coming fascist aggression of the Second World War, including the Holocaust, and its most elemental opposite – the absence of fascist rule, genocide, and wars of racial superiority in Western Europe. As Western democracies would eventually realise, this fight required the help of Soviet Russia.

For Spaniards, the war was a far more complex clash – fuelled by both national history and ideology. Franco and the generals who destroyed Spanish democracy were not all pure-bred ‘fascists’, though they belonged to the wider family of violent, far-right regimes inspired and backed by the dictatorships in Germany and Italy. Their hybrid ideology mixed the extreme intolerance of entitled, reactionary Spain with the stiff-armed ceremonial and new beliefs espoused by Mussolini and Hitler. Franco incorporated fascist parties and ideas to reinforce an otherwise flimsy set of political beliefs and, crucially, would have lost the war without Hitler and Mussolini’s armed forces.

Franklin Roosevelt was amongst those to recognise the violent, dangerous and ruthless nature of a fascistic Spanish ideology built ‘along totalitarian lines’ and locked into a mutual embrace with Nazis and fascists.13 It was Hitler’s Luftwaffe which, on the Führer’s personal orders, flew Spain’s most potent and experienced fighting force – the Army of Africa, with its hardened legionnaires and colonial mercenaries – to the mainland. Otherwise, Franco’s side would have been defeated within weeks. Some 90,000 well-trained troops sent by Hitler and Mussolini (more than twice the total number of Brigaders and other foreign volunteers in the Republic), helped tilt the balance after that. They provided two-thirds of an air force that eventually dominated Spanish skies. It is not surprising, then, that the word ‘fascist’ was used by Brigaders, other Republicans and supporters abroad to describe Franco’s army. The Republic, abandoned by other democracies, was left to rely on the distant and unreliable Soviet Union of Joseph Stalin.

The dictators used Spain to train soldiers, hone strategy, test weapons and, above all, see how far Britain, France and the United States were ready to appease them. The greatest lesson, indeed, was that these countries were prepared to go a long way. They also discovered the brilliance of ‘blitzkrieg’ and became convinced of the tactical benefits of blanket-bombing cities and spreading terror amongst civilians. The Spanish Civil War was, in many ways, the opening engagement of the Second World War. Most of those who volunteered came to see it as a ‘dry run’ for the much bigger battle against fascism that followed.

With the recent experiences in Afghanistan and Syria, it no longer seems quite so remarkable that ‘volunteer’ international armies can suddenly emerge – however much these may diverge in their origins and ideals from the International Brigades. In the 1930s, however, only the medieval Crusades seemed a relevant comparison. As then, the Brigades were formed at a time when people rarely travelled beyond their own nation’s borders. Those who chose to enlist were doing something that seemed remarkable – even if many were already migrants and some were sailors. Jobs, families and safe futures were abandoned (though unemployment was also escaped).

The Brigaders fascinated contemporaries, especially those drawn to witness a war whose impact on global public debate outstripped even that of the conflict, three decades later, in Vietnam. Writers like Ernest Hemingway, André Malraux, George Orwell and John Dos Passos came to gawk, or join in. Just as Spain was the most important lifetime experience of many International Brigade veterans – eclipsing even their later fight against fascism in the Second World War – so it became the inspiration for major works of literature. Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls, Peter Weiss’s Aesthetics of Resistance and – in a different way – Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia, were all inspired by the experiences of foreign volunteers in Spain. The war itself became, in the words of the British poet Stephen Spender, ‘the centre for the struggle of the soul of Europe’ and ‘a poet’s war’.14 This was also hailed as the first ‘photographers’ war’ – where the likes of Robert Capa and Gerda Taro would make their names and produce iconic images of the Brigaders. Great future politicians and intellectuals such as future German chancellor Willy Brandt, the first prime minister of independent India, Jawaharlal Nehru, and the French philosopher Simone Weil also came to look, learn or participate.

The Brigaders would not have identified themselves as individual history-makers, but their future impact was considerable. Two of my favourite examples come from Britain, where by 1974 one veteran, Sir Alfred Sherman, had become future prime minister Margaret Thatcher’s free market guru, while another, the Transport and General Workers’ Union leader Jack Jones, was deemed in a nationwide poll ‘Britain’s most powerful man’.15 The final chapter of this book explains their considerable future impact as resistance fighters, partisan leaders, spies, generals, police chiefs, ambassadors, politicians, ministers, prime ministers and, especially behind the Iron Curtain, senior communists. In that sense, they were as potent a generator of elites as any Ivy League university, Oxbridge college or French grande école.

The Brigaders are normally viewed as experiencing defeat, rather than victory. I disagree, since this ignores the full nature of what they were fighting for: the destruction of world fascism. It is true that Franco was victorious on the battlefield and remained in power as the vengeful dictator of Spain until 1975. No one captured the poignancy of that quite as well as W. H. Auden in his prescient 1937 poem ‘Spain’, which not only saw the urgency of ‘today the struggle’, but also recognised that history ‘cannot help or pardon’ the defeated. The Brigaders, however, saw the fight against fascism in broader, global terms. They continued their struggle when the Second World War broke out five months after the war in Spain ended, playing a remarkably important role in resistance movements across Europe. Most decent citizens of the Western world (and many other places) joined them as avowed anti-fascists and the defeat of Hitler and Mussolini became their final victory. Indeed, the International Brigaders and those foreigners who volunteered to defend the Spanish Republic without joining their ranks (some of whom are also mentioned here) can claim the moral virtue of having begun that fight long before others realised that it was necessary.

In order to stop a destructive or corrupting idea from spreading, it must first be identified as such. The men and women in this book did exactly that with fascism – taking up arms against an ideology that went on to systematically murder over 6 million Jews as well as an unknown number of gypsies, homosexuals, people with disabilities, and others, while provoking a world war that claimed 50 million dead outside the Far East. They were amongst the few prepared to risk their lives to halt the descent into all of that. This does not make them saints or excuse the later political choices or behaviour of some of them in Soviet-dominated central and eastern Europe, which this book also explores. Some individuals, indeed, fail badly on any reasonable test of decency, or of the desire to promote liberty and democracy. We should not fool ourselves about that. Final judgement, however, is best left to the free and democratic Spain that re-emerged in the late 1970s after Franco’s death. A law approved by all parties in the Madrid parliament in 1996 awarded Brigade veterans Spanish nationality, praised their defence of democracy and formally offered them the nation’s gratitude.16 It is a fitting way for them to go down in history.

Madrid, June 2020
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Welcome to the Games: Barcelona, 19 July 1936

In the summer of 1936 Muriel Rukeyser, a young American poet and writer on her first magazine assignment outside the United States or Britain, spent the night in a cheap, windowless hotel room in Perpignan, south-east France, before taking a train towards the Spanish border.1 After changing to a train with hard wooden bench seats at the frontier station of Port Bou on 19 July, she travelled through undulating groves of olive trees and almonds, occasional flashes of sparkling blue in the distance announcing to her the presence of the Mediterranean Sea. In towns and villages, small boys hung from the branches of yellow-flowered trees, whistling and watching the train chug by. Tall, full-faced and intense, twenty-two-year-old Rukeyser jotted down brief, telegraphic impressions in her notebook: cork oaks, olive trees, peasant women in her third-class carriage and, everywhere, ‘politics’ and ‘discussion’.2 Nearby sat Otto Boch, an exiled young German cabinet-maker with a ‘gazing Brueghel face, square forehead and eyes, strong square breast … narrow runner’s hips’.3

Rukeyser soon found herself deep in conversation with Boch, and other international travellers on the train, who ranged from a troupe of peroxide-blonde English dancers, on their way to perform in Barcelona, to a Hollywood film director and his cameraman.4 It was useful that her editor at the London magazine Life and Letters To-day had equipped her with a ‘Guide to 25 Languages in Europe’, since, apart from the expected passage of Spaniards and French, the train was full of young Swiss and Hungarian athletes, all heading towards Barcelona for the so-called ‘People’s Olympiad’, an alternative Olympics, that was due to start with a torch-lit procession later that day.5 The phrase book covered everything from Finnish to Esperanto but, annoyingly, left out the language of the provincial towns and small villages they were travelling through: Catalan.

The train was travelling into a country where the ideological fires that would soon consume the Europe of Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin, and those who stood in fear of them, threatened to burst into life at any moment. Indeed, as it trundled through the countryside of northern Catalonia, the train slowed gradually and then came to a stop at the station in the small industrial town of Montcada i Reixac, just twenty-four kilometres short of Barcelona. Armed men appeared: something was afoot in the city. In a Spain already used to periodic eruptions of political violence, speculation ran rife. An anarchist rebellion? A fascist coup? A communist revolution? Or, someone suggested, it might be an attempt to stop the leftist People’s Olympiad itself.

Spain had its own particular and sluggish history of emergence into the industrial era and of the political passions it had unleashed. In a century soon to be dominated by the violent clashes provoked by the all-encompassing, quasi-religious ideologies of radical left and radical right, Spain also served as a large, experimental crucible where everything might spontaneously erupt at any moment. One lucid observer would compare it to a ‘cockpit’. The author was referring primarily to the underlying conflict between Spaniards, but his metaphor also serves to describe Spain as a place where the great ideologues could send their strutting, plumed champions (and lesser, disposable fowl) to fight while the rest of the world watched from the barriers, placing bets on the winners.

While Rukeyser, Boch and the other sporting travel mates were making their way across the Spanish frontier, Barcelona was buzzing with rumour and intrigue. The great Mediterranean port, squeezed between steep hills and the sea, was a cauldron of tightly packed humanity – from the neatly ordered fishermen’s quarter and laundry-adorned streets of its Gothic centre, to the mathematical grid of bourgeois nineteenth-century apartment blocks. These, in turn, were ringed by smokestack industries and textile sweatshops, punctuated by rural smallholdings and grand mansions creeping up the scrubby slopes of the surrounding hills. As if by weight of gravity, the city’s central nervous system and energy seemed to run down towards its older quarters and along the busy Ramblas to the port – the great mercantile centre built on centuries of Mediterranean trade, later expanded to Cuba and Latin America. This was currently paralysed by a dockers’ strike.6 The city’s morning newspaper, La Vanguardia, carried other reminders of brewing trouble: an anarchist gang had been arrested on suspicion of wounding three Civil Guards in a shoot-out, while a collection of pistols, rifles and a sabre had been confiscated from the homes of two militant right-wingers. The regional Catalan government, meanwhile, had been forced to deny that it was arming workers’ militias against the threat of a military coup.

Barcelona had grown rapidly in the early twentieth century, with the First World War providing a boost for a non-combatant country happy to feed and fuel those slaughtering one another for land or national pride. It now hosted a volatile social structure: a wealthy, Francophile bourgeoisie rubbed shoulders with idealistic or chauvinistic middle-class Catalan nationalists, while anarchists plotted the downfall of both. The latter’s philosophy, imported from Russia via Italy, had attracted the city’s industrial masses as well as landless, jobbing labourers across the country, making Spain the global capital of political anarchism. Broken-backed immigrants from poorer parts of the country scrabbled to make a living amongst the shacks and shanties on the hills and beaches. Shot through with the lifeblood of trade, Barcelona boasted that it was more cosmopolitan than the distant capital, Madrid, 500 kilometres away in the middle of the high, thin-aired meseta plain of central Spain.

It was a relatively benign summer, but even at night the temperatures remained stubbornly in their twenties while daytime humidity sat at a shirt-drenching 65 per cent.7 At night, when temperatures cooled, the Ramblas boulevard bustled with people. Subtitled Hollywood films filled the cinemas – with Johnny Weissmuller as Tarzan of the Apes while Clark Gable and Joan Crawford pursued their on-and-off-screen romance in Chained.8 But that afternoon it was the ‘Ode to Joy’ from Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony which rang out from the Palau de la Música – a wedding-cake, art-nouveau opera house dripping in elaborate, glazed ceramics. The great Catalan cellist Pau Casals held the baton. His symphony orchestra was practising for the opening ceremony of the People’s Olympiad – a counterpoint to the Summer Olympics to be held in Berlin that August, which Hitler was already preparing as a propaganda exercise for an emboldened Nazi regime that had extinguished democracy in a matter of weeks in 1933.

On the other side of the Atlantic a black American athlete, Jesse Owens, was training for the Berlin Games in Cleveland, Ohio. Under international pressure, Hitler had reversed a decision to prevent blacks and Jews from taking part. Earlier that summer, Berlin police had been told to take down signs reading ‘No Jews’ that had proliferated ever since the 1935 Nuremberg Laws had declared them non-citizens and banned Jews from marrying ‘pure’ Germans. Back in Cleveland, Owens himself was no stranger to race laws. The previous year he had set three world track and field records in the space of just forty-five minutes – a feat that will likely remain unmatched for ever – yet he was still forced to eat in ‘black only’ restaurants and sleep in ‘black only’ hotels. No one yet knew that it would be his legs, muscles and flowing stride9 that would ridicule Hitler’s dream of using the Olympics to prove the superiority of the Aryan master race. Mostly, however, the world stood by and let the Führer realise his grandiose fantasies – with Rukeyser already detecting, on her way through London: ‘The feeling of Hitler in the sky, very highly regarded by many, [and] the feeling of Mussolini.’10

In contrast, the official poster for the People’s Olympiad bore, as one of three faces, that of a black athlete. Organisers specifically requested that the US team include ‘negro sportsmen’ because ‘we are defending the real Olympic spirit, which stands for brotherhood between races and peoples … Our Olympics will give an opportunity to those races who are being outlawed or discriminated against, such as Negroes, Jews and Arabs.’11 The US team duly included Charles Burley, a talented black nineteen-year-old Golden Gloves champion boxer from Pittsburgh (49 fights, 43 wins – including 13 knockouts – and 6 losses) who had refused to try out for the US Olympic team in protest at ‘racial and religious discrimination in Nazi Germany’.12 Black trade unionist, sprinter and hurdler Dorothy ‘Dot’ Tucker also travelled across the Atlantic with the ten-person team.13 Dressed in their white singlets, Burley and Irv Jenkins, a Cornell University heavyweight, had sparred on the deck of the liner that took them to Europe. It was still strikingly unusual in both the Americas and Europe for the lines separating race, education and class to be so roundly ignored.

Rukeyser’s German friend – and, soon, never-to-be-forgotten lover – Otto Boch, and the Swiss and Hungarian athletes on her train were coming to take part in an event which was due to start that same Sunday afternoon, with a ceremony welcoming 6,000 athletes at the hilltop Montjuïc stadium. A British team had been assembled and was staying in a hotel in the portside Barrio Chino, the infamous red-light district.14 Nat Cohen and Sam Masters, two East End Londoners from the Clarion Cycling Club (their wittily ironic motto: ‘We have nothing to lose but our chains’), were pedalling across France to join the spectators. In the city itself, idealistic young men and women had been drawn into organising the games, including a handful of foreigners. One of the most striking was the tall, hard-smoking twenty-four-year-old Dutch freelance journalist Fanny Schoonheyt. Spanish volunteers were amazed by the towering blonde Schoonheyt, who seemed to them like some Nordic screen siren.15

For locals, the Olympiad was a chance to meet new people and learn about other cultures. In Barcelona, streets were plastered with posters proclaiming: ‘A week of people’s sport and folklore.’ Catalonia’s curious and sometimes incompatible mixture of ideological radicalism and local nationalism meant that these games doubled as an internationalist proclamation of left-wing solidarity while also being billed as a celebration of local tradition. Some of the world’s smallest, colonised, and even non-existent, nations were invited: teams from Alsace, Algeria and Palestine were to be there – representing, like the Basque country and Catalonia itself – places where people still only dreamt of being independent. Teams of ‘Moroccans’ and ‘Jews’ were also due, according to one leaflet calling on people to offer rooms.16 The raised fist, the delicate-but-dull Catalan sardana dance and the gravity-defying Catalan castells, the human towers built from people perched on each other’s shoulders, were all to be symbols of this mixed bag of sporting events. Even Swiss yodellers – some of whom were on Rukeyser’s train – were expected to take part.

In public, at least, this was about returning to ideas of ‘fair play’ and true sportsmanship in the face of Hitler’s belligerent, bullying use of the Olympics. ‘Sport is war minus the shooting,’ is how the writer George Orwell, who appeared in the city a few months later, summed up the increasingly nationalistic use of sport.17 Opponents routinely denounced the Olympiad – which some called the Spartakiada – as a celebration of communism, anarchism and separatism – or all three at the same time. ‘While they are all busy playing with balls, boxing, swimming and running around, we can at least be sure that they won’t be carrying out the revolution,’ snorted Barcelona’s conservative Veu de Catalunya newspaper.18

Hotels were full, especially around the Plaza de España at the foot of Montjuïc where the grand buildings put up for the 1929 International Expo still stood. Visitors wandered idly down the Ramblas boulevard, past stands hawking flowers, books and postcards. Others were attracted to the Barrio Chino red-light district. US gymnast Bernie Danchik would take home a photograph of a smiling prostitute posing on a shiny Citroën car, her breasts enveloping the vehicle’s double chevron bonnet ornament; and a card for an establishment run by Madam Albina, promising ‘modern comfort’ and ‘discretion’.19 Meanwhile, some athletes climbed the steep hill to the Montjuïc stadium to attend last-minute training sessions. Elsewhere in the city, and across Spain, others were preparing for a different, bloodier sort of public spectacle: a military-led, fascist-backed coup d’état.

As locals and tourists strolled through the streets, the tension of that hot and humid night grew. After decades of infighting, which had seen the left split into a multicoloured array of social democrats, republicans, socialists, Trotskyites, Soviet-style communists and anarchists, the sportsmen and women gathering in Barcelona were an expression of a new, if brittle, peace reigning across the left. This had only recently begun to unite against the threat of fascism, with broad popular front governments being formed in both Spain and France over the previous five months.

Barcelona had long been a city of sporadic political violence. Twenty-seven years earlier it had gone through the convulsion of the Tragic Week, when workers’ organisations rebelled against a mass call-up of military reservists destined for Spain’s troubled colonies in North Africa. ‘Down with war! Send the rich instead!’ they had shouted as some eighty churches and religious buildings were burned, amid popular belief in the Roman Catholic Church’s role as a pillar of the exploitative elite. The army was called in, and seventy-five people were killed. In the early 1920s violent anarchists had filled factory owners and managers with fear. They, in turn, hired gun-wielding pistoleros to kill union leaders and shootings had become common. When miners in northern Asturias launched a revolutionary strike in 1934, the regional government of Catalonia took the opportunity to declare a new ‘Catalan State within the Federal Republic of Spain’ (although Spain was not, and never had been, a federation). There were barricades in the street, rebels on the Ramblas and machine guns in the broad, square Plaza de Cataluña. Forty-six people died across Catalonia.

In the weeks running up to the Olympiad, police discovered small stockpiles of arms being hoarded by suspected fascists. A long-running dispute between a British factory manager, Joseph Mitchell, and his employees at the L’Escocesa textile factory, had seen him gunned down.20 Rumours circulated that generals, backed by right-wing parties, were preparing a coup. Barcelona had been the focal point for the country’s last successful putsch, when Catalan elites and conservatives enthusiastically sent local military commander General Miguel Primo de Rivera off to Madrid to install a dictatorship backed by the monarch (who hailed him as ‘my Mussolini’) in 1923. It seemed logical, therefore, that the city should once more be a prime target.

Max Friedemann, a political exile from Nazi Germany, found himself both helping to prepare the Olympiad and taking part in unarmed workers’ patrols, keeping an eye on the port and on army barracks. The city had become a modest gathering point for exiles from Germany, Italy, Poland and other places where left-wingers were being pursued. While France, Switzerland and, to a certain extent, Czechoslovakia, remained the favoured refuges, a significant number of social democrats, anarchists, communists and socialists had found safety in Barcelona, forming support groups based on nationality or political inclination. Nazi persecution in Germany had seen several thousand Jews arrive in the city. Some spent their first few nights huddled together on the benches of the Ramblas, which they ironically referred to as ‘Hotel Catalonia’. One of the attractions was that, under Spain’s five-year-old Republic, Jews were once more able to openly practise their religion.21 A left-wing group called the Jewish Cultural Association had more than a hundred members and was involved in preparing the Olympiad, their activities watched closely by Nazi agents, who were also active in the city.22

On 18 July news began to trickle through of events elsewhere in Spain. In the Canary Islands and Spanish-controlled Morocco, army units had rebelled against the elected government. More worryingly, they had done the same in Seville and appeared to be gaining control of the biggest city in the south. Some kind of military pronunciamiento, normally a relatively bloodless coup, of the kind Spain had suffered dozens of times in the previous century, appeared to be underway. This time, it was the reactionary right – a coalition of authoritarian Catholics, landowners and army officers – that was rebelling. In the Palau de la Música, a frantic messenger rushed into the rehearsals. ‘We have been warned that tonight there will be a coup attempt. The concert and games have been suspended. Everyone must leave immediately,’ he said.23 But the balding, bespectacled Casals – a man of well-shined shoes and gaiters – raised his baton for the last time, insisting they play Beethoven’s ‘Ode to Joy’ once more.24 ‘There we were, singing the immortal hymn of brotherhood while in the streets of Barcelona, and elsewhere, a bloody battle was being prepared,’ he later recalled. The ‘Ode to Joy’, repeated on the radio, would form part of the soundtrack to events over the coming days.25

That evening, Barcelona’s usually bustling nightlife was dimmed by anxiety. An anonymous Dutch woman journalist – perhaps Schoonheyt’s freelance rival, the sometime actress and writer Marijke van Tooren – arranged to meet friends at a seaside restaurant, which she found half-empty. Waiters, chefs, barmen and the cigarette boy clustered around the radio, listening to news of the distant uprising. The atmosphere, she said, was ‘high voltage’. The foreign guests at the dinner party made world-weary small talk about the regular outbursts of violence and agreed that trouble had been brewing for months. The group tried to go dancing, but found the singer at the chandeliered Miramar club crooning to just a handful of people, while only the in-house dancers shuffled across the floor. The foreigners downed their whiskies and left after an hour. ‘It’s just as boring as in the rest of Europe,’ one of the party complained. ‘Barcelona is the only city left with a decent nightlife. What a pity!’26

While some partied, others were preparing for the worst. Several of Friedemann’s group of Germans – along with a handful of Polish, Hungarian and Czech exiles – had spent two hours the previous day visiting hunting shops in the city centre, buying up shotguns, plus a solitary revolver.27 ‘These were our first trophies,’ Polish exile Jozef Winkler recalled later.28 Friedemann and his wife Golda were exhausted after two days with little sleep. That evening, they took a suburban train back to their home in Sarrià, a neighbourhood on the hillside above the city.

Around 4 a.m. the next morning Max and Golda were awoken as violence erupted. Military units from barracks on the outskirts of the city were heading towards the centre with horses, armoured cars and artillery. The troops themselves were not all aware of what they were doing – some, for instance, thought they were being roused to protect the Olympiad.29 They were soon met by gunfire from loyalist police units, who had been expecting trouble and were quickly backed by armed trades unionists.30 Athletes woke to the sounds of barked orders and marching feet, followed by volleys of rifle fire and the boom of artillery pieces. Black American sprinter Frank Payton heard what seemed like ‘several thousand machine guns and rifles’.31 As the sun rose over the harbour, fierce fighting continued. New York Times correspondent Lawrence Fernsworth saw how ‘riderless horses galloped over the bodies of the dead and the dying. From windows and rooftops everywhere spat more rifle and machine-gun fire … shells tore through the length of the streets, slicing off trees, exploding against a building or blowing a street car or an automobile to bits.’32 He was exaggerating, but not much.

There were fierce clashes outside the hotels in the Plaza de España, where many of the athletes were staying. Some rebel troops made it into buildings around the Plaza de Cataluña, which sits at the top end of the Ramblas and acts as a gateway between the old and new quarters of the city. These and other key buildings occupied by the rebels were cleared, floor-by-floor, in ugly hand-to-hand combat. In those first, few, early morning hours, the fighting was intense.33

The city’s trains, buses and trams stopped running, so Max and Golda walked back into the city before separating on the broad Diagonal boulevard so that she could go to the Plaza de España to check on the visiting athletes. Max, meanwhile, headed towards the Communist Party offices – running from doorway to doorway, and seeking cover behind trees – where he had been told there would be guns. At the offices he was informed that none were left. If he wanted a weapon, they said, he would have to seize one from somewhere. Nobody seemed to find it a strange piece of advice to give a man with a German accent. Later that morning, despite the continued fighting at various spots around the city, US consul Lynn Franklin felt safe enough to walk to his office on the Plaza de Cataluña. He found the square littered with empty trams and the corpses of mules. A dead man lay prostrate beside a machine gun on the pavement.

Barcelona spent much of that hot, bright day in a state of eerie paralysis, punctuated by occasional battles that erupted at crossroads or in major buildings. Most people hid indoors. At midday on 19 July, General Manuel Goded, who was meant to be leading the uprising in Barcelona, landed in the harbour in a military seaplane and went straight to the nearby Capitanía, or regional military headquarters – a large, converted convent near the port.

The building was already surrounded by militiamen, with Max Friedemann amongst those taking cover behind trees and in nearby buildings. A tense stand-off saw pro-fascist soldiers take up positions behind sandbagged windows, while the motley crowd outside – only a minority of them armed with pistols, hunting rifles and carbines – wore cotton neckerchiefs with the colours or stripes of trades unions and political parties. A loyal army unit then arrived and, with a single cannon shot, blew open the Capitanía’s gates. Friedemann was amongst those who rushed inside: ‘The soldiers did not even shoot at us. Only a few officers resisted. They were overwhelmed. We pushed forward into the armoury and confiscated the whole stock of weapons and ammunition.’34 The munitions were immediately transferred to the headquarters of trades unions and political parties.

To the amazement of some observers, and to many of those taking part, the street-fighting that day was not just a man’s business. Fanny Schoonheyt, dressed in a bright yellow short-sleeved shirt, joined a mixed group that crept over nearby roofs into the building. ‘I had to steal my first weapon,’ she wrote excitedly in a letter to a girlfriend in Rotterdam, adding that her ‘rather conspicuous’ shirt made her an easy target. ‘It is a miracle they didn’t shoot me. Perhaps they were so surprised that they forgot to react.’ 35

With the streets empty, shops closed and the shooting mostly sporadic, only the curious or foolhardy stepped out to see what was going on. Felicia Browne, a young British graduate from the Slade School of Art who had travelled to Spain a few days earlier seeking artistic inspiration, only avoided walking into the Plaza de Cataluña ‘battlefield’ because a policeman hiding in a doorway blew his whistle at her. ‘Between the firing you could hear the wind going through the trees, peaceful as hell,’ she wrote in a letter home.36 For Browne, peering out from underneath a pudding-bowl haircut, through round-framed glasses, it was a thrilling contrast to a comfortable London upbringing where she had feared she might ‘drown in the well-upholstered family household’.37

By the end of the day the rebels had been pinned back and were holed up in a few barracks, a convent and a handful of other buildings scattered around the city. Loyal air force planes bombed them. General Goded was captured, admitted failure and ordered the few troops who still backed him to desist. ‘Luck has gone against me and I am now a prisoner; if you wish to avoid further bloodshed, I release you from your pledge to me,’ he said on a radio broadcast that was heard across Spain.38

Franklin had little doubt about the political leanings of the military rebels. ‘Fascist uprising in Barcelona’ was how he headed his cabled report that afternoon. ‘At six o’clock [p.m.] five fires in the city could be counted, three of them reliably reported as churches,’ was his final update.39 Although Franklin saw Goded’s anti-government reactionaries as ‘fascists’, that did not mean he approved of those fighting against them. In fact, it soon became clear that the streets no longer belonged to the government, but to the unions and left-wing parties who were arming their people. Some of these returned to one of the perennial activities of Barcelona’s enraged working class, church-burning.

A day that had started with a fascist coup was now producing something very different: a left-wing counter-revolution led by a hotchpotch of radical workers’ groups and trades union militants (or sindicalistas). ‘Many of the Sindicalists’ automobiles have rough-looking women in them accompanied by armed men and the sign given by those who pass, on foot or in automobiles, is the raised fist,’ Franklin reported. Felicia Browne was impressed. ‘The women are fine,’ she wrote to a friend.40

Some athletes thought, initially, that the explosions and gunfire were part of a fireworks display for the games. The US athletes largely hid in their hotel by the Boquería food market, 400 metres from the Plaza de Cataluña. ‘They don’t do things by halves out here,’ wrote Bernie Danchik. ‘Every time we shove our heads out of the windows, we are shot at.’ From this privileged position in the centre of the city, he soon realised that the rightist uprising had mutated into something completely different. ‘Sunday – Comes the revolution!’ he jotted in his papers.41

* * *

German Gerhard Wohlrath had camped overnight with his Swiss girlfriend Käthe Hempel on the beach at Arenys de Mar, 40 kilometres north of Barcelona, after finishing what they thought would be the penultimate leg of their bicycle trip to watch the People’s Olympiad. They awoke to what sounded like a thunderstorm breaking over Barcelona. Plumes of black smoke were visible in the distance. In small towns like Arenys and Montcada – where Muriel Rukeyser and her lover Otto Boch were stuck – the counter-revolution began immediately. ‘Houses along the coastal road were decorated with Catalan or red flags. People were crowded on the streets around loudspeakers. Some wore rifles on their shoulders or pistols in their belts,’ Wohlrath recalled.42

That evening a relative calm settled in the Catalan capital. Armed militias daubed requisitioned vehicles with their acronyms – guns jutting out of windows ‘like porcupines’, according to Rukeyser – and raced around the city at high speed. These militias rounded up real or imaginary rebels and their supporters, while, in the first few hours of chaos, others took advantage of the situation to pillage or burn churches. One of the more macabre entertainments was to open the tombs of nuns and monks and display the desiccated corpses to the public. The city’s main arsenal, at a barracks in the neighbourhood of San Andrés, was in anarchist hands that evening and some 30,000 rifles were distributed. Armed anarchists, Franklin reported, were now the greatest danger.

At some stage Dutch athletes were surprised to find their mentor, Fanny Schoonheyt, stride into the Hotel Olympic with a weapon slung over her shoulder. This was a trophy from the previous day’s raid on the Capitanía. She informed them that she, and the armed men with her, were there to ‘inspect’ their quarters. Rukeyser and Boch, meanwhile, had been driven into town. Machine-gun nests stood at crossroads, overlooking the corpses of dead animals and the skeletons of burned-out cars, many of which had simply smashed into each other as excitable youngsters sped around the city. White sheets hung from balconies and windows – a way of proclaiming one’s home non-belligerent territory and of keeping the people with weapons away. Even those civilians out on the streets made sure to carry white handkerchiefs. So-called pacos, or pro-rebel snipers, were still a problem. ‘Shooting is heard, again and again – not cannons or machine guns (except once), but guns. My teeth feel the shots,’ described Rukeyser. ‘Ahead of us a man falls, and our truck swerves and turns, taking a detour as some street corner battle opens up.’ Later, she surveyed the city from the rooftop of the Hotel Olympic. ‘Overturned cars, dead animals, coils and spires of smoke rising from churches,’ she wrote. ‘In the streets, there are no cars that are not armed and painted with [political] initials or titles.’43

That evening Rukeyser was transported up the hill to a dinner at the Olympic stadium in a car pockmarked by bullet holes and stained with blood.44 The shooting was not just from fascist snipers. In some quarters the violence was already being used for revenge attacks on small businesses, Church property, priests and conservatives, or to carry out personal vendettas. Anarchists opened the gates to the Modelo prison, releasing its population of common criminals back into the city, where, as a prison official dutifully recorded it in his paperwork, some appear to have taken advantage of the chaos to return to their ways: ‘Today this prisoner effected a violent escape … along with all the others.’45

Schoonheyt was not the only foreigner to be caught up in the fighting. An American athlete found himself using a crowbar to help lift flagstones and build barricades.46 French long distance-runner Ange Cassar, meanwhile, claimed to have seen three athletes fall to rebel bullets, though he did not provide names.47 And an Austrian athlete, known only as Mechter, was said to have died during an attack on an army barracks.48 Yet those who tried to help
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