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“You are history. You are legend. You
are the heroic example of democracy’s solidarity and
universality...we shall not forget you; and, when the olive tree of
peace is in flower, entwined with the victory laurels of the
Republic of Spain – come back.” – La
Pasionaria, 1938.


Chapter One

 


July
1938

 


While the
Battle of the Ebro raged, Heini Hopkins, Lise Lazard and Dr Miguel
Martinez tended to their patients in a makeshift hospital near the
village of La Bisbal de Falset.

The Loyalists’
medical staff had established the hospital on the east side of the
River Ebro, in a huge cave carved into the mountainside.

The cave was
dark, low, and jagged. One hundred and twenty metal beds jutted at
irregular angles, positioned on areas of flat ground, away from the
deep potholes. An ambulance supplied the energy to light the
operating theatre. However, on the ward, Heini and Lise had to make
do with wicks placed in tiny oil lamps.

For four days
and nights, Heini and Lise worked, napping whenever there was a
lull in the fighting. The wounded, transported across the river,
arrived day and night. This was no skirmish, Heini realised, this
was a major battle, possibly the decisive battle of the
war.

Heini
supervised the blood transfusions, the saline and adrenaline drips,
then she mopped her brow and joined Lise at the mouth of the
cave.

Lise had made
her way into the daylight so that she could check her charts.
Lise’s charts gave details of the number of casualties and their
wounds – head wounds, leg wounds, amputations, etcetera. Lise’s
charts also listed the weapons that inflicted those wounds –
mortars, shells and bullets. Furthermore, Lise used a colour code
to identify items most needed; they ranged from bandages, to
medications, to steel helmets.

Heini sat on a
large boulder and blew her fringe away from her forehead. “I’m
knackered,” she said.

“Knackered?”
Lise frowned.

“Yes,” Heini
said. “I’m knackered.”

“What does
that mean?” Lise asked.

“It means
tired,” Heini said. “Exhausted. I think the word comes from the
world of horses and the knacker’s yard.”

Despite her
tiredness, Lise laughed. “English is such a weird
language.”

“I agree,”
Heini sighed.

Lise was
signing her charts when Dr Martinez arrived. After four hard days
and nights, the strain revealed itself in his weary posture and the
dark circles around his eyes.

“You did good
work in there,” Dr Martinez said. “I don’t know if anyone will
award medals for this war, but you two deserve a
chest-full.”

“I don’t need
medals,” Lise said, “just offer me diamonds.”

Dr Martinez
nodded and smiled. Then, he peeled away to greet a messenger. With
a stern look clouding his handsome face, he returned to Heini and
Lise, and said, “Severely wounded men, across the river. Volunteers
needed. I will go.”

“I will go
too,” Heini said.

“Someone needs
to look after her,” Lise winked at Heini, “so I guess I’ll join
you.”

Heini and Lise
packed their medical equipment into an ambulance while Dr Martinez
examined, and left instructions for, his patients. When all were
ready, Lise drove the ambulance to the River Ebro. Normally, Dr
Martinez or a male member of staff drove the ambulance. However, on
this occasion, the doctor was too tired and, with casualties
flooding in, they couldn’t spare another member of
staff.

At the River
Ebro, Heini surveyed the scene. Engineers had constructed pontoon
bridges, which spanned the river. During the day, the fascists
bombed those bridges. However, the engineers repaired them during
the night.

Heini glanced
at the sky; it was clear, devoid of any enemy aeroplanes.
Therefore, Lise engaged gear and the old ambulance lurched its way
across the river.

They travelled
for twenty minutes, up to the front line. However, before they
reached the front line, twelve huge bombers appeared, their
silhouettes darkening the sky.

“Pull into
that olive grove,” Dr Martinez said, and Lise navigated the
ambulance off the potholed road. “Get the nets out,” he ordered,
“camouflage the ambulance.”

Heini and Lise
located the camouflage nets and threw them over the ambulance. Dr
Martinez assisted. Then, all three sought shelter within the olive
grove.

No sooner had
they hit the dirt than the bombs rained down. Those bombs exploded
on the road, along the riverbank, and on the pontoon bridges. For
the time being, they were isolated, trapped in territory highly
desired by the enemy.

Loyalist
pursuit planes appeared and a dogfight ensued. An anti-aircraft gun
brought down a bomber. Meanwhile, the fascists strafed anyone and
anything; their machine guns rattled out bullets indiscriminately,
turning parched brown fields red with soldiers and civilians’
blood.

Although
outnumbered two to one, the pursuit planes saw off the bombers.
Climbing to their
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