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Praise for El Generalísimo

‘Mediocrities can rise to great power; just look at Vladimir Putin. But the classic example was Francisco Franco, who – as we learn from this excellent study of the generalísimo and the post-war Spain he forged – never saw an internal enemy he couldn't crush in a style that was at once brutal and blundering’ Telegraph, ‘Best Books of 2025’

‘This new biography of Franco, marking the fiftieth anniversary of the Spanish dictator's death, explains how an uncharismatic military officer, lacking ideology or even ideas, seized control of a western European democracy, outlived his fellow autocrats Hitler and Mussolini and ran the country with an iron fist until he died from old age in a hospital bed’ Financial Times, ‘Best Books of 2025’

‘Making Francisco Franco's long life and thirty-eight years of dictatorship enjoyable reading is a daunting challenge. With supple and elegant prose, Giles Tremlett nonetheless succeeds magnificently’ Paul Preston, author of The Spanish Civil War and The Spanish Holocaust

‘In this intriguing new biography, Tremlett has an intimate understanding of Spain's recent history [and] writes with great clarity about complex topics. Tremlett deserves praise for making him fascinating’ Gerard DeGroot, The Times

‘Given the new world disorder, the resurgence of autocrats in so many places, the crisis and fragility of democracy, it's good to have a new [biography of Franco]. In El Generalísimo, Giles Tremlett delivers an excellent biography – compelling, authoritative, even entertaining – of this highly dislikable creature’ Simon Sebag Montefiore, Daily Telegraph

‘A magisterial, groundbreaking new portrait of Francisco Franco as unique among the European dictators of the twentieth century. Tremlett charts Franco's personal and political evolution from brilliant soldier to ruthless tyrant with unerring clarity, riveting anecdotes and chilling details. Comprehensive and complex, this book lays bare the paradoxical and eye-opening story of a cold, ruthless man in thrall to an ambition and ideology that crippled his country for thirty-six years. El Generalísimo sets a gold standard in Spanish Civil War history’ Elizabeth Drayson, author of Crucible of Light

‘Tremlett traces the origin story of Europe's youngest general, from difficult childhood to a violent and murderous dictatorship, to assess his lasting impact on Spain. Amid news reports that some younger Spaniards are now looking more sympathetically at his legacy, this reads as a cautionary tale’ i Paper, ‘Best History Books of 2025’

‘A rounded portrait of Francisco Franco, whose rise to power was extraordinary by any standards . . . Tremlett’s vivid book makes judicious use of reports, memoirs, and newspapers of the time for an engaging and penetrating biography’ William Chislett, author of Spain: What Everyone Needs to Know

‘Timely, incisive and authoritative . . . An up-to-date and highly accessible introduction to twentieth-century Spanish history’ Jim Lawley, Spectator
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Introduction: A Military Messiah

On 19 May 1939 a small man dressed in the khaki uniform and red sash of a Spanish army general stepped out of an open-topped car on Madrid’s broad Castellana Avenue to climb onto a two-story dais placed before a towering victory arch. The strides of Generalísimo Francisco Franco were short, as befitted a 48-year-old man measuring 5 feet 4 inches and whose waist and belly had thickened to give him a pear-like profile. His unimposing presence, accentuated by a reedy, high-pitched voice, was deceptive. It hid a steely and cold-blooded self-confidence that was underpinned by preternatural calm. Many had underestimated him. Yet now there could be no doubt about his ambition or ability to achieve his aims. He was here to celebrate his absolute personal and political triumph as the generalísimo who had won a three-year civil war. A 36-year dictatorship was just beginning in Europe’s sixth most-populous country.1

Franco was far more than a victorious general. He agreed with his adulators, who were busy describing his triumph in biblical terms. He was the Redeemer. He had drawn the bad blood out of the sickly body of Spain and poured it into the gutter. It had cost half a million lives, but it was worth the price. The enemies who had poisoned and weakened the nation over 125 years, since Liberals first came close to power, had not just been vanquished, but politically annihilated. He was comparable only to the great heroes of Spanish history – El Cid, Columbus or the sixteenth-century conquistadors who captured much of the Americas for Spain.

Decline was finally over. Spanish pride had been restored and glory awaited. That was the message, at least, being broadcast this day on the magnificent Castellana Avenue (soon to be renamed ‘Generalísimo’ after Franco himself). A million or so people lined the streets, though Franco’s propagandists would claim double that. It did not matter that a similar number had been imprisoned or exiled, at least not to Franco.2 Now there would be peace. It would be his peace, built on enforced, unbending terms.

The contrast between Franco’s uncharismatic presence and his absolute hold on power remains one of many puzzling contradictions. In person, he could be mild-mannered, shy, courteous, sometimes humorous and often tediously dull. As a leader, however, he was cold and ruthless. One of Mussolini’s ambassadors, like many who met him, was confounded. The caudillo, or military strongman, as Franco was also frequently called, was ‘hard in a way that is not brash, but rather smooth and flexible, like a well-shined stone’ and combined ‘chilliness and gentility [with]… a measured way of saying the gravest things’.

In fact, there were two Francos: the soldier and the civilian. Soldier Franco was confident and decisive. Civilian Franco was calculating, slow and cautious.3 He never admitted to mistakes. In both guises, his defining characteristic was his obstinate pride. His political motivations were reactionary and ultranationalist, embedded in what one British ambassador termed a ‘heavy mist of self-complacency’. His regime became, above all, about imposing control and the rigid social conservatism of religion and gender that ruled in his own home. His greatest weakness was an outsized, thin-skinned ego.

Much of his rule was to prove disastrous, paid for by ordinary Spaniards with hunger, misery and the stultifying greyness of a society beholden to priests, soldiers or bureaucrats. Yet he refused to stand down, even when his personal status as an international pariah brought hardship to the whole country. Events impacted Franco’s actions, but never dented his core beliefs or limitless self-regard. The narrative of his rule, indeed, is more about Spaniards adapting to Franco than them changing him. They were only liberated by his death, in a hospital bed further up this same tree-lined boulevard, in 1975. By that time, Francoism was all most people knew. Yet it had gone through markedly different phases.

Spain was unrecognisable from the country Franco had finished conquering in 1939. A decade and a half of remarkable, if belated, economic growth before his death meant Spaniards had recently lived through the kind of material changes that today only people in, say, Vietnam or China are equipped to understand. The countryside had given way to the city. Electricity, running water and schooling had reached into most people’s homes. Cars, tractors and television sets were normal. The contrast with the famine, hunger and vengeful repression of Franco’s early years – when many struggled just to survive – was stark. In comparative terms, Spain was still a western European laggard, but people did not always know that. Growth provoked optimism, excitement and ill-informed gratitude.

Franco’s death produced a genuine outpouring of grief, provoking unsettling questions about autocracy. Why weren’t more people openly overjoyed to be rid of him? The answers to that, part-excavated from the murk of propaganda and censorship, are often awkward. The recent economic boom and the optimism it engendered was partly to blame. Some people, however, either did not want freedom or rated it below other desires. They feared change, preferring enforced stability or to wilfully impose their worldview on others. Many others simply acquiesced. They justified this to themselves as consent, in order to retain a sense of agency and self-worth. Franco gave the Spanish people no other option. An early investment in terror paid dividends for decades, even as it disappeared from open sight. Franco shaped Spaniards – whether in acquiescence or opposition. Some loved him. Most knew nothing else. They had, quite literally, been schooled in Francoism.

None of this could have been imagined on the overcast day of Franco’s 1939 victory parade. The vast stage was divided into two main levels, with seated dignitaries and bishops spread along the broad lower tier. Prominent amongst them were representatives of his fascist allies Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini, while France’s ambassador Marshal Philippe Pétain looked more glumly over his walrus-like white moustache. Of the six most populous countries in Europe, Pétain’s France and Britain were the only democracies left standing as fascists and right-wing autocrats drove the world’s still-dominant continent towards a new world war. A second level of the stand was reserved for Franco’s senior generals and admirals, standing pressed together as if on the bridge of a warship. Above that, a tiny platform with room for little more than two people stood like a pulpit or a guard post, looking out over the boulevard. Franco’s personal guard of white-caped, white-turbaned ‘Moors’ – as he called his Moroccan mercenary troops – had trotted along beside his armour-plated car and now lined the street below him.

Along the boulevard and in the fields to the north of the city, 120,000 troops waited under grey clouds to march past the man who had led the battle to overthrow a young democracy. First, however, a fellow general climbed into the pulpit with Franco and pinned onto his chest the Laureate Cross of San Fernando – Spain’s greatest military honour. Franco had coveted this medal for a quarter of a century as he rose through the army’s ranks. Now he could award it to himself.4

Franco’s supporters believed he deserved this shiny prize. After all, no Spanish general in recent history had achieved a victory quite as absolute. The large star, with its four twin-pointed arms sat pinned to his left breast in the space above the sash. His simple military attire, topped by the red beret favoured by his most reactionary Catholic allies and worn over the blue shirt of Spain’s home-grown breed of fascists, reflected the trinity of overlapping social and political world views that underpinned his nascent regime: reactionary Roman Catholicism, martial nationalism and fascism. Despite their contradictions, he had used a shared fear and hatred of Leftists to cement them into a platform from which to impose his view of how Spaniards should live and be governed.

Although Franco himself, later that day, spoke of Madrid as a victim – a city of martyrs to the communist-inspired ‘Red’ fury that supposedly ruled his enemy’s hearts – this march past was a celebration of conquest rather than liberation. Spain’s capital had been meant to fall soon after he joined a military insurrection against an elected left-wing government in July 1936. Instead, Madrid resisted Franco’s armies, who called themselves ‘nacionales’, Nationalists, for three years.5

This five-hour parade was designed, amongst other things, to drive home a message of total, unbending and irreversible triumph of one part of Spain over the other. Franco’s fractious alliance of conservatives, reactionaries and fascists had imposed itself on an equally diverse mix of liberals, leftists, anarchists, communists and regionalists.

Franco himself saw it as the defeat of history or, rather, of the previous century and a quarter of Spanish history. ‘The nineteenth century was the negation of the Spanish spirit, and something we would like to erase from history,’ he would say later.6 That century had been contaminated by foreign impurities – the Enlightenment, liberalism, democracy, Freemasonry, Marxism and the denigration of a Roman Catholic church that, to his mind, defined the Spanish race. Later that day he would denounce the ‘Jewish spirit’ behind all this.7 To Franco this was a triumph of purity and a return to a natural religious and social order that had spawned the sixteenth-century heroes who conquered a great empire in the Americas for Spain and its Christian God. Franco was thus both the dazzling new man and the recommencement of Spain’s interrupted glory, a new conquistador. His name was emblazoned on the arches behind him, three times on each pillar – ‘Franco! Franco! Franco!’ He would hear and see that triple repetition of his name, painted on walls or shouted by crowds, continuously from now on as a cult of personality was carefully curated.

Providence had brought him here, he thought. In reality, his personal triumph was the product of ambition, military competence, ruthlessness, violence, unbounded self-esteem, clear-headedness, a sinuous ability for self-interested scheming and a naturally untrusting, authoritarian nature. Luck had also played a large part. He had been a methodical commander-in-chief, although frustratingly slow, to Hitler and Mussolini, as they intervened crucially on his side with men, weapons, armaments and aircraft. But, unimpeded by self-doubt, Franco refused to be rushed. Instead, in his frigid fashion, he set about slowly eradicating the enemy on the battlefield and extirpating it behind the lines. Even close collaborators and family were amazed by his cold nature, which chilled further over time. Little moved him beyond a personal desire to climb the ranks and the idea that Spain was a scorned country whose reputation had to be defended at all costs. In this he was like a Regency duellist demanding respect above all else, including his own life. Indeed, his was an essentially old-fashioned mindset, a throwback to the nineteenth century or beyond.

Franco was an autocrat. He did not, however, have to impose himself on all of Spain. One part of the country had backed the insurrection and overthrow of democracy. This may not have been the majority he claimed, but it did represent a significant section of Spanish society. None had joined the war imagining it would produce a 36-year personal dictatorship, or even that Franco would become their generalísimo and caudillo. On his faithful, however, he also imposed discipline. Over the decades of indoctrination, demographic churn and the numbing of Spaniards into a state of passivity and political apathy, many more were converted to the rigid social conservatism that underpinned Franco’s own mindset. Even a broad section of those who remained unconverted to Francoism feared the uncertainty of a future without him.

Historian Antonio Cazorla Sánchez, an otherwise deeply critical biographer of Franco, believes that a majority of Spaniards came to support him, at least passively. ‘His political rise and exercise of government were a tragedy for the country,’ he writes. ‘Yet it would be disingenuous and self-comforting to think that he remained in power for forty years only by force and trickery.’8

The exact size of Franco’s support is impossible to measure. That is part of the autocrat’s playbook. They claim to speak for a majority but do not consult them (except under heavily circumscribed or corrupt circumstances, as Franco did occasionally). It is also true that the tyranny of a sizeable minority – or even of a majority – is still a tyranny.

Franco’s gift was to convert Spanish social conservatism into autocratic imposition. At its harshest, he turned it into a murderous machine. Opposition, unsurprisingly, remained cowed. The enigma of how he could do that and garner support is best explained by his use of another autocrat’s trick – blaming all setbacks on the enemies of the nation. Perhaps his most unique talent, however, was to persuade a significant number of Spaniards that they were incapable of governing themselves or living peacefully without him. His view was simple and condescending. The Spanish people were naturally great but, like the troops he led as a young officer, they could only realise that greatness under his firm and sometimes violent discipline.

Franco’s political ideas were not yet apparent on the day of his victory parade, in part because he had so few. He had long hidden behind a calculated ambiguity that some put down to the slippery wiliness – or ‘retranca’ – of a native from the rainy, north-western region of Galicia. As a young man that had acted as a disguise for his ambition. In the long-term, it also helped him project himself as a benevolent pragmatist. However, the endless display of stiff-armed salutes and the swastikas and other symbols on the uniforms of the many German and Italian officers on his dais showed where his sympathies lay. The ad hoc regime installed early in the war – compared to a ‘military encampment’ – now seemed set on a course towards fascism. In reality, the Francoist state was in its infancy. It would have plenty of time to mutate.

If Spaniards were unsure of what motivated Franco in 1939, he did little to help those who study him today. His inner thoughts and feelings are largely invisible. His writing mainly takes the form of baroque speeches laden with patriotic slogans and epic-sounding but unrevealing phrases. His prejudices – against leftists, liberals, Jews and, most intensely and bizarrely, against Freemasons – were clearly visible there and, especially, in newspaper columns he wrote under the pseudonym Jakim Boor. But the letters and diaries penned by other leaders who felt a need to dialogue with themselves or others simply do not exist. Franco never knew that need, not least because self-doubt rarely disturbed his mind. For insight into his emotional or intellectual life we must turn to the diaries and memoirs of those who worked alongside him. They often admit that his legendary, impenetrable coldness forced them into guesswork.

A rare glimpse of the dictator’s inner thoughts appeared in Spanish cinemas in 1942 with the film Race (Raza), based on an outline written by Franco himself. The title summed up his political preoccupations. The Spanish ‘race’ could, simply by remaining true to itself, achieve anything it wanted, he argued. It did not need the rest of the world. Indeed, it was only when contaminated by foreign ideas that the race failed. This had been happening ever since French Enlightenment thought had spread to Spain, followed by its bastard offspring: liberalism, democracy, Freemasonry and Marxism.

Race also revealed Franco’s mystical embrace of martial martyrdom, with war as the forge for a new nation – a view honed as a colonial army officer in the Spanish protectorate in Morocco. Film-goers watched a saccharine version of Spanish domesticity in which virile men fought and died defending the nation’s reputation, while women supported them, prayed and raised children. Before the father sets off to fight in the then-Spanish colony of Cuba in 1898, one of his sons comments: ‘I don’t understand how death can be beautiful.’ The father answers with a line that expresses Franco’s own thoughts: ‘Well, it can be. The greater sacrifices are involved, the more beautiful it is to do your duty.’9 It was revealing that Franco should associate this idea with the most traumatic moment in recent Spanish history, when it lost the remains of a once-great empire in 1898. Returning Spain to lost greatness, indeed, was his primary mission.

Franco’s turn to film-making was typical of his wide-ranging, and sometimes catastrophically misplaced, belief in his own knowledge and capacities. Yet it also showed that he was capable of imagining a story and inventing a narrative, even though this always took one form: the hero who wades into danger, ready to give up his life to defend his own and the nation’s honour, emerging from it in a state of near saintliness. In fact, this was the narrative he would tell Spaniards about himself. He had previously shown, with a book published in 1922 about his military exploits, Moroccan War Diary, that he had the discipline, desire and capacity to write. The book is full of clichés and hackneyed heroics but also reveals an icy emotional switch that served him in battle and in politics. ‘In war you must close your heart!’ he declares.10

Thanks to the survival of guerrilla bands, he did not fully lift Spain’s state of war until 1951, giving him ample excuses for keeping his heart closed for many years. In fact, some supposed war measures, like rigid, prepublication press censorship, remained in place until the mid-1960s. His regime continued to execute people until the very end.

His inability to admit to ignorance on matters of which he had no experience was his greatest weakness. This led to terrible economic decisions during his rule, while also making this otherwise untrusting man an easy mark for misguided or fraudulent miracle projects, like the mining of allegedly rich gold seams under Spain or the existence of a secret formula for creating synthetic fuel.

Although Franco did not establish full power over the whole of Spain until 1939, the Francoist era starts in 1936, since its self-defining inaugural event is the armed insurrection which he helped to lead and which sparked the Spanish civil war. Francoism became a mutable concept, but was always driven by the twin aims of returning Spain to greatness and keeping Franco in power. Mostly, it failed at the former. In comparative terms, Spain remained poor and powerless. For the first half of his dictatorship, it was an economic disaster. The later years of the so-called ‘Spanish economic miracle’ never made up for that. Both Italy and Portugal, the nations to his east and west, outstripped Francoist Spain in per capita GDP growth between 1936 and 1975.11 Yet two things remained absolute. The regime proclaimed not just that Spanish pride had been restored, but converted that unthinking pride into a virtue. It also made that pride conditional on a single man – Francisco Franco himself.

Franco did, however, successfully impose his peace for over three decades. His Spain was mostly tranquil, at least for those not forced to struggle with violent poverty or purged (like the 15,107 out of 15,860 public servants sacked in Catalonia) and punished for belonging to the losing side.12 Political and social earthquakes might rock the rest of the world, but life in Francoist Spain – however squalid it was for some – barely seemed to shake. This was partly because Franco’s regime, having abandoned other aims, became mostly about the imposition of order, conformity and social conservatism. Otherwise, its main objective was to maintain Franco as a lifelong dictator.

Obedience to church and state produced a remarkable about-turn in piety. Historians looking for a way to describe his sparse political philosophy eventually called it ‘National Catholicism’. Decades of control of schools, newspapers, broadcasters and the output of novelists, film-makers and others worked to spread political apathy. Censorship removed public disturbances from sight, even those as banal as routine thuggery on the football pitch.13 An individual desire to rebel against the moral, sexual and cultural strictures of Franco’s regime – which were a faithful reflection of his own extraordinarily conservative home life – lived on in many people but society as a whole was tamed, even subjugated, by the cultural, social, religious and legal imposition of Francoist mores. Nobody in Franco’s Spain felt that as keenly as women, whether in their imposed dependency on fathers and husbands, their wider embrace of religiosity, their need to navigate regime rules for the benefit of their children or the punishments meted out to them (but not to men) for adultery.

Franco’s own implicit and arrogant claims to be the most important person to bestride the Spanish stage for at least three centuries are right. It is difficult to name others who rival his impact without reaching for the extraordinary string of early modern monarchs who gave Spain the world’s first global empire in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

It is tempting to see Franco, with his petty, reactionary mindset and lack of intellectual rigour, as a quirk of history – a mediocre man who got lucky. Yet there was nothing mediocre about the Franco family. A single shared childhood bedroom that produces a national aviation hero (his brother Ramón was a European equivalent to Charles Lindbergh) and a dictator is far from normal.

In fact, Franco can only be understood in the broader context of Spanish history. The ‘Two Spains’ of conservatism and liberalism that emerged from Spain’s War of Independence against Napoleon Bonaparte (1808–1814) were at loggerheads in his childhood home. They were represented by a pious mother and a domineering but politically liberal father who refused to ever be impressed by his own son, however remarkable his feats. A popular poem by Antonio Machado had already claimed that the sometimes bloody stand-off between the Two Spains would ‘freeze the hearts’ of young Spaniards.14 The conflict between them was heightened by the acute humiliation – felt especially by Franco’s naval family – after a once glorious navy was sunk by the United Sates in brief battles off Cuba and the Philippines in 1898. That was also the end of empire.

Franco’s journey from childhood to deathbed is easier to make sense of in terms of this history than as the path taken by an inspirational leader of a modern political project. He was, rather, a reflection of what happens to nations everywhere when they fall from a very great height. Empire is addictive, creating a sense of God-given power, wealth and superiority. Spain is by no means the only nation to have clung to ideas of exceptionality once the empire has gone, as any British-born writer must admit. In that sense, Franco both explains and is explained by Spain’s history. He personifies its final, losing battle with colonial decline.

That battle was fought without a firm guiding idea beyond holding on to power. Franco’s early expressed enthusiasm for fascist-style totalitarianism would be discarded, though not all the power structures established to promote it were set aside.15 That said, Franco’s early public embrace of totalitarianism was heartfelt, leading his initial regime to be variously described as ‘fascist’, ‘semi-fascist’ or ‘pseudo-fascist’. In fact, his slow-changing personal dictatorship was always in some way ‘fascistised’ (as historians of Spain now put it), even if the strength of that gradually diminished. His dictatorship also had plenty of time to evolve, lasting almost twice as long as Benito Mussolini’s and three times longer than that of Adolf Hitler.16

This biography seeks to understand not just Franco the man, but also to explain Francoism as a society-shaping phenomenon that reflected the dictator’s own character and interests above the influence of the factional ebb and flow around him. His personal views on virility, hierarchy, religion or women arguably had a greater and longer impact on the daily lives of Spaniards than his cack-handed dabbling in economics or even his more successful grand agricultural, hydrological or tourism schemes. At its most incongruous, this meant imposing Victorian-era mores and ideas on Spain while the rest of the western world indulged in the social revolution of the swinging sixties and the youth-led political upheavals of the same decade. The widespread existence in Spanish society of something called ‘sociological Francoism’, a mindset which outlived the dictator, can also not be denied.

Life went on, as it does in authoritarian and dictatorial regimes everywhere. Francoism could be easy to navigate if you were not amongst the impoverished, purged or punished. Indeed, the narrative splits here between civil war winners and the losers for whom life was often far tougher under Franco’s vengeful regime. If you did not rock the boat, however, you might easily get by. If you had money then, as always, that became easier. If you sympathised with some of Francoism’s core ideas – like religion, nationalism or the importance of obedience to hierarchy – then it became easier still. You could grumble about Francoism, just not too loudly and certainly not if you were preaching its overthrow. ‘Most people lived in a state of daily ambiguity towards the regime, with rejection, resignation and passive acceptance of the regime mixed up in each individual,’ wrote historian Francisco Sevillano Calero.17

The regime often applied its own rules selectively, reflecting Franco’s own natural ambiguity. As a result, Spaniards across the decades learned to steer their way through – or past – Francoism, reading its mood, playing at cat-and-mouse and self-censoring. That could also be exhausting. In private, they laughed at its absurdities. Yet they never fully rebelled and even those who chafed against the regime were shaped by it, if only by opposition.18

In short, Franco bent Spaniards to his will. They moaned, but mostly did not revolt (a small elite of students, convinced activists and some late-appearing terrorist groups were the exceptions). They had little choice and, at the end of his time, were thrust into a giddying upward spiral of economic growth that meant many were more interested in managing their growing personal prosperity, or release from poverty, than in politics.

In fact, rule-breaking in the form of corruption greased the machinery of Francoism. The caudillo was unconcerned, to the dismay of purists in his own regime. This created an uneven playing field in which the honest and the poor lost out, and others were driven to corruption by need or ambition. All that makes Francoism more like the later dictatorships of Latin America than the more ideologically coherent and coercive totalitarian regimes of Nazi Germany, say, or Stalin’s Soviet Union.19 It is hardly surprising that Chile’s General Augusto Pinochet – another ambitious military officer turned dictator – was one of the few heads of state to attend Franco’s funeral.

The dictator imposed himself so thoroughly that Francoism could remain almost invisible to foreign visitors unless they themselves broke rules of public decorum (as bikini-clad women in the 1960s did) or chanced upon police exercising their unrestricted and unaccountable power. Visiting statesmen – especially American presidents, for whom massive popular receptions were always organised – were surprised that the dictator could expose himself publicly without fear of assassination.

Freedom is never absolute, nor is repression. One of Franco’s tricks was to hold out the idea that some restrictions might be softened (but not lifted entirely) at any time. Given his sluggish decision-making, such promises hung in the air for years. If a softening eventually happened, as with censorship, the opposite threat immediately existed. Restrictions could be reapplied if anyone went too far. In the final decade of Franco’s life, faced with outbursts of violence, he declared several states of emergency and issued decrees in which already restricted liberties were suspended.20

In those troubled but prosperous years before his death, the Francoist state began creeping back towards where it had started – as a hard-hearted machine for imposing Franco’s ideal of order. In most other senses, the Francoist project had been emptied of ideological content to become what one historian called ‘bureaucratic authoritarianism’. Even the Vatican turned against the reactionary strain of Catholicism that Franco had made a pillar of his regime.

In the end, then, Francoism was about constraint – of freedom, debate and behaviour – and maintaining the generalísimo’s power. Loudly proclaimed ideals – of empire-building, say, or economic autarky – had to be jettisoned, though nobody was permitted to point out that this was exactly what had happened. It is understandable that the initial horror, mid-term greyness and, eventually, tedium of the Franco regime saw Spaniards bury ideas of their own exceptionalism. They knew that Spain was not a leading nation. Franco had failed, at least on his own terms. After the generalísimo’s death, however, this realisation helped them shun all kinds of political extremism. So, too, did his successful depoliticisation of Spaniards. The Francoist period thus stilled some of the more destructive passions of the Two Spains, including those embraced and inflamed by Franco himself.

That is the most positive result of Franco’s 36 years in power. In fact, the culture of apathy and obedience produced entirely unintended consequences. Since they never rebelled, Spaniards were led into the ensuing democratic transition by their own elites – including many who had served Franco. In that, they were remarkably successful, taking just three years to convert the country into a proper democracy. It also meant Franco’s people could ensure their own continued prosperity. In an act of generosity and tolerance by democrats and leftists, they even won guarantees that nobody would judge or blame them for what they had done.

It is remarkable that the only significant apology for its role in the imposition of Francoism through a civil war came from the same Roman Catholic church that, due to its thousands of murdered priests, was also the clearest victim of Leftist excesses during the same war. In death, however, it was as if Franco alone had been responsible for a 36-year dictatorship. Elsewhere, there was no question of recognising errors or accepting personal guilt for aiding in the restriction of liberties or the mass shedding of Spanish blood. In life, famously, Franco did not make mistakes. His changes of direction were presented as proof of infinite wisdom rather than the failure of what he had done before.

The generalísimo certainly never felt a need for contrition. Instead, at his death he pardoned ‘those who declared themselves my enemies’ and warned that ‘the enemies of Spain and of Christian Civilisation are on alert.’ In his belief that Spain was under constant assault from foreigners trying to grind it down with their poisonous ideas or threatened violence, he remained utterly unchanged and unapologetic.21




1El Desastre

FERROL, GALICIA, 3 July, 1898

Naval supply officer Nicolás Franco’s three-storey house in the narrow, elongated grid of streets inside the walled Atlantic port of Ferrol, north-west Spain, was solid but unexceptional. With its granite exterior and glassed-in top-floor gallery jutting above the street, this was a good middle-class dwelling in a modest town. Inside, however, it was far from usual. By 1898, the narrow building squeezed between similar blocks at 136 Maria Street housed a collection of children with remarkable futures: Spain’s national leader for 36 years; a pioneering hero of transatlantic aviation; an ambassador; and a bossy sister who, despite being third in age, sometimes imposed her will on the rest. The children were overseen by their conspicuously pious mother, Pilar Bahamonde, and by the family’s brilliant, mercurial and authoritarian patriarch, Don Nicolás - whose courtesy title ‘Don’ reflected his social standing. A fifth child, a green-eyed girl called Paz, was still in her mother’s womb and would die five years later, afflicted by an illness that doctors could not identify, but which made her lungs wheeze. A stricken Pilar Bahamonde was temporarily ‘mad with grief’, according to her daughter.1

Outwardly, the least remarkable member of this household was the short and stick-like future dictator, Francisco Franco Bahamonde. In such a small town, people knew that the two surnames he received from his parents reflected the fusion of two families who had long provided senior officers to the navy administrative corps. Such things mattered in Ferrol, which lay at the end of a fourteen-kilometre-long sea loch of the kind that punctuate the Atlantic seaboard of Galicia, in Spain’s rain-lashed north-west corner. The drab, granite-coloured town, encased in a six-kilometre wall, was a military ghetto where everything revolved around the Spanish navy. Ferrol had become one of its three major mainland bases and shipbuilding centres early in the eighteenth century, and the Franco family had been there ever since, as Ferrol developed into an important naval facility surrounded by a provincial town that now shared national delusions about Spain’s global power and importance.

Ferrol was unaware on 3 July 1898 that dramatic events elsewhere were reshaping the future of Spain, of its once glamorous navy and of the family at 136 María Street. This was the day that, in waters off Cuba, the country’s most potent naval flotilla was destroyed by the world’s upstart power, the United States of America. In this navy town, it was also the day where many lost the heads of their household, friends and close relatives.

That morning, Admiral Pascual Cervera had ordered his flotilla to flee Cuba’s Bay of Santiago. He knew his vessels could neither outgun nor outrun the Americans who stood off its narrow entrance, but still hoped that some might escape. The admiral had long realised the futility of fighting the Americans. ‘We are heading towards a useless sacrifice,’ he wrote to a friend before leaving Spain. ‘If I should die, as seems probable, please look after my wife and children.’ Such worries were overridden by those who clung to ideas of Spanish exceptionality. The navy’s Quixotic concept of honour did not help. A few years earlier, Admiral Castro Méndez Núñez had been applauded for declaring that it was ‘better to save your honour and lose your boats than to lose your honour and save your boats’.2

The battle became what Americans already called a ‘turkey shoot’, when birds were tied up and shot at in fairgrounds. Commodore William Sampson’s fleet sat off the mouth of the bay, shelling the thinly protected Spanish vessels and hunting them down as they struggled to pick up steam. All six warships were lost and 343 men died. Admiral Cervera, despite his prediction, did not, becoming one of many who, exhausted, swam to the shore.3 Most vessels were run aground by their crews to disable them before capture. Only one American sailor died.

Spain’s most important colony, sugar-rich Cuba, was lost. The action was a near-repeat of the sinking of the Pacific squadron in Manila Bay two months earlier, on 1 May 1898, which soon led to the loss of Spain’s other major colony, the Philippines. In that case, Commodore George Dewey sank eight of thirteen Spanish boats in a few hours (reportedly with a pause for breakfast) at the cost of just eight American sailors injured. Spaniards had blamed the commander, Rear Admiral Patricio Montojo, for that. The Cuban defeat, however, was incontrovertible proof of a deeper malaise. It also meant the certain loss of neighbouring Puerto Rico and the end of empire altogether.

Spain’s self-esteem sank with its navy. Five centuries of imperial glory were gone. The fall from such giddy heights was hard and poisoned politics for decades. The Franco children were acutely aware of this and the idea of returning this fallen Spain to greatness shaped young Francisco’s future.

In a few short hours, a new world order had been confirmed. It had taken a concerted effort by politicians like Theodore Roosevelt, along with newspaper magnates William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer, to whip up war fever. Hearst’s newspapers turned the mysterious but probably accidental sinking of the USS Maine cruiser (and deaths of 268 sailors) in Havana’s port into a Spanish attack. Americans soon rallied to the cry: ‘Remember the Maine! To hell with Spain!’4

Spanish newspapers had been similarly boosterish, deriding the ‘backward and uncivilised’ Americans and driving politicians towards fatal misjudgements. Initially, almost all Spain backed war. ‘Spain made America, as God made the world,’ wrote the former president Emilio Castelar. ‘America will be Spanish forever.’ A young diarist, María de Echarri Martínez, noted that the ‘Yankee pig’ would be savaged by ‘the Spanish lion’.5

With up to 200,000 Spanish troops in Cuba and the pre-war US standing army at just 28,000 men, such optimism had seemed justified. Few people were aware of the navy’s weakness – including the lack of armour-plating that protected its vessels – or of the depths of Cuban desire for independence. Yet even those who foresaw defeat preferred this to a surrender that might destroy a fragile Spanish monarchy led by 12-year-old King Alfonso XIII under the regency of his mother Maria Cristina and a top-heavy social order which feared revolution. Cervera himself declared it ‘an honourable disaster’, returning to the idea that honour was more valuable than victory. At a time when western nations arrogantly claimed a duty to civilise the world by colonising it (while conveniently extracting wealth), Spain no longer had a role.

Spaniards had been wallowing in what a contemporary termed ‘a tub of romantic history’. From the legendary medieval knight El Cid to Columbus, the conquistadores of Latin America and the centuries of empire, Spaniards had seen their greatness as divinely ordained. ‘It was axiomatic that God, with inexhaustible largesse, had given us all that is magnificent and desirable on earth; riches, fertility, a delicious climate, the gift of fruit, illustrious talent, courage and beauty, everything except good government,’ according to one Spanish writer.6 With that image now shattered, a fuse was lit that turned the house in María Street into the explosive origin of some of Spain’s most remarkable twentieth-century stories.

‘The hangover from the loss of colonies accompanied me through that [early] part of my life,’ Francisco Franco said later, referring to ‘the unjust criticisms of ‘98’ and the ensuing disparagement of the army and navy. More explicitly, he blamed this on foreigners, ‘foreign ideas
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