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Answer not a fool according to his folly, lest thou be
like unto him.
Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he be wise in
his own conceit.
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"The Spanish Civil War is the most evil thing that has happened in Europe since the war ended." This poignant declaration from George Orwell's 'Homage to Catalonia' encapsulates the essence of his exploration into the complexities of political ideologies and human struggle. It invites the reader into a narrative that is as much a personal testament to his experiences as it is a critical commentary on the forces shaping societal systems. Within these words lies the stark reminder of the moral ambiguities encountered during civil strife, setting the tone for a work that is deeply reflective and undeniably impactful.

Considered a classic of modern literature, 'Homage to Catalonia' remains timeless in its exploration of war, ideology, and humanity. It has influenced countless authors and thinkers, sparking discussions around totalitarianism, socialism, and the responsibilities of the individual within political systems. Orwell's candid and unflinching examination of the Spanish Civil War resonates with readers even today, cementing its status as a fundamental text in understanding the struggles of the 20th century and the intricacies of rebellion, loyalty, and betrayal that permeate political landscapes across the globe.

Written in 1936 and published in 1938, 'Homage to Catalonia' is George Orwell's firsthand account of his experiences during the Spanish Civil War. The narrative details his time in Spain as a soldier and participant on the side of the Republicans, offering readers invaluable insights into the internal divisions and ideological conflicts within the leftist factions fighting against fascism. Through this work, Orwell vividly recounts not only battles but also the human emotions, aspirations, and disillusionments that arise from such conflicts, revealing the often-hidden dynamics of revolution.

Orwell crafted 'Homage to Catalonia' with the intent of shedding light on the grim reality of war, challenging the romanticized notions that often surround conflict. His purpose was not merely to relay events but to critically analyze the political factions involved and the ideologies fueling them. As a journalist and author deeply concerned with social justice, Orwell sought to convey the harsh truths of the struggle for freedom in Spain, especially amidst the manipulation and misinformation propagated by both sides.

In this revealing account, Orwell's prose shines through as he encounters a variety of characters—ordinary men and women driven by a fierce commitment to their beliefs. The vivid descriptions transport the reader to the front lines, where fear, courage, and conflicting philosophies collide. As he navigates the complexities of camaraderie and adversity, he consistently juxtaposes human experiences with macropolitical narratives, painting a multifaceted picture of war that transcends simple heroism or villainy.

The themes present in 'Homage to Catalonia' are particularly relevant in today's context, where ideological battles continue to rage on various fronts. Orwell addresses the fragility of alliances and the struggle for truth in the face of propaganda, issues that resonate deeply with contemporary audiences navigating a world rife with misinformation and polarized discourse. The book serves as both a historical document and a meditation on the human condition amidst political upheaval, prompting readers to reflect on their own beliefs and ideologies.

One of the book's most significant contributions to literature is its unflinching honesty. Orwell, known for his keen observational skills, captures not only the grand narratives of political movements but also the minute details of personal experience. His bravery in confronting uncomfortable truths gives 'Homage to Catalonia' its powerful resonance. It compels readers to grapple with the imperfections of revolutionary movements and the blurred lines between ideological purity and personal ambition.

Orwell's narrative style in 'Homage to Catalonia' is as striking as the content itself. He combines vivid imagery, acute observations, and heartfelt reflections that engage the reader on multiple levels. Through his unique voice, Orwell brings forth an authentic portrayal of the Spanish Civil War, challenging sentimental notions of heroism by showing the often harsh and disillusioning realities of combat. His ability to merge personal narrative with broader historical context is a hallmark of the text's enduring appeal.

Despite being written over eight decades ago, 'Homage to Catalonia' remains a salient reflection on the nature of political ideologies. Orwell's observations on the precariousness of power and manipulation of truth have not lost their urgency in an era marked by rising populism and ideological extremism. The work prompts readers to scrutinize contemporary political narratives, making it an essential read for those seeking to understand the roots of division in today's society.

Through his eyes, readers witness the optimism that sparks revolutionary change, alongside the subsequent despair as those hopes are crushed by internal strife and external pressures. Orwell’s ability to weave personal experience with broader societal commentary distinguishes 'Homage to Catalonia'. It is a thoughtful examination of hope and disillusionment that resonates universally, regardless of the specific events that triggered them. Themes of human resilience amidst struggle remain timeless and relevant to all generations.

Orwell's commitment to truth and clarity brims throughout 'Homage to Catalonia'. He often juxtaposes his idealistic perceptions of socialism, nurtured through years of political engagement, against the stark realities of factionalism and betrayal within leftist politics. By unmasking the contradictions of those he fought alongside, he cultivates a critical awareness about allegiance, ideology, and individual accountability. This exploration becomes a crucial learning element that resonates with many readers who grapple with similar dilemmas today.

While many writings on the Spanish Civil War focus solely on the overarching conflict, Orwell manage to share the intimate stories of individuals impacted by the war. This personable approach allows for an exploration of the emotional and psychological scars left by violence, offering a profound human narrative within the historical context. By giving voice to everyday soldiers and revolutionaries, Orwell broadens the understanding of war beyond mere strategy, engaging readers with the fabric of human experiences woven through complex socio-political narratives.

'Homage to Catalonia' articulates a heartfelt call to awareness and understanding amid chaos. By documenting both his experiences and observations, Orwell argues for the necessity of confronting uncomfortable truths. He challenges readers to engage critically with narratives presented by those in power and to seek out the voices of the marginalized. This advocacy for awareness encourages a deeper consideration of ethical responsibility within societal structures and fosters empathy towards those who suffer in the name of ideology.

As readers traverse through the pages, they are invited to question the nature of loyalty and truth in times of political upheaval. Orwell’s gripping storytelling draws the reader into a landscape where betrayal lurks around every corner, and ideology often eclipses personal bonds. This concept encourages reflection on the multifaceted human experience, urging audiences to consider how personal beliefs shape relationships and influence collective movements in ways that can lead to both liberation and destruction.

Ultimately, 'Homage to Catalonia' is much more than a historical account; it is a rich tapestry of human experience interwoven with political thought, illuminating the complexities of power dynamics and personal ideology. The themes of betrayal, loyalty, disillusionment, and the pursuit of truth continue to challenge readers to think critically about their engagements with political ideologies, emphasizing the ongoing relevance of Orwell’s insights in understanding contemporary sociopolitical realities.

As we navigate a world increasingly marked by polarized perspectives and ideological fervor, 'Homage to Catalonia' serves as both a historical lens and a cautionary tale. Orwell's exploration of the Spanish Civil War compels us to reflect on the past while engaging critically with the present. The work's enduring themes encourage respectful discourse amid differences, presenting a call to maintain a conscientious stance in the face of fervent ideological battles.

In conclusion, 'Homage to Catalonia' succeeds as a powerful testament to the complexities of war and the intricacies of human nature within political struggles. George Orwell’s own journey through a tumultuous period in history unfolds as both a personal and collective narrative that challenges conventional wisdom and inspires continued reflection on fundamental issues of power, belief, and solidarity. As readers delve into its pages, they become part of an ongoing dialogue about humanity’s resilience in the face of adversity.
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In 'Homage to Catalonia,' George Orwell recounts his experiences during the Spanish Civil War, where he fought for the Republicans against Francisco Franco's fascist forces. The book serves as both a personal narrative and a political commentary on the conflicts within leftist factions fighting for a common cause. Orwell's journey begins in Barcelona, where he joins the POUM (Partido Obrero de Unificación Marxista), a revolutionary socialist group. Through his eyes, readers gain insight into the atmosphere of hope and confusion as diverse political ideologies converge to resist fascism.

Upon arriving in Barcelona, Orwell is struck by the widespread enthusiasm and camaraderie among the citizens, united in the fight against fascism. He describes the city's vibrant atmosphere, where workers seize control of factories and create a sense of collective ownership. However, he soon grapples with tensions between different factions in the Republican camp, particularly the indifference and hostility displayed by the Communist Party towards other leftist groups, including his own. This schism foreshadows the deep divisions that will later fracture the Republican efforts.

Orwell details his training and eventual enlistment in the POUM militia, where he aims to fight on the front lines against the Nationalist forces. As he describes the harsh realities of combat, including the grueling conditions and the chaotic organization within the militias, he sheds light on the courage of ordinary soldiers. His firsthand depiction emphasizes the complexities of war, while also conveying a sense of disillusionment as the idealistic fight for freedom devolves into brutal conflict. His acute observations reveal the harsh truths often obscured behind grand narratives.

As Orwell fights on the Aragon front, he vividly portrays the challenges faced by soldiers, including shortages of weapons and disorganization within the ranks. His reflections disclose that the Republican cause is undermined not only by enemy fire but also by internal betrayals and political infighting. He offers critical analysis of the various factions, noting that while they all claim to fight for freedom, their competing ideologies lead to fragmentation and inefficiency. This reality starkly contrasts with the romantic notions of war and heroism that many initially held.

Orwell's narrative takes a darker turn as he witnesses the betrayal of the leftist groups by Stalinist elements within the Communist Party. He describes the purges and violence directed at rival factions, including his own, exemplifying the brutality of both fascism and totalitarian socialism. This betrayal is particularly poignant, revealing how ideological purity often leads to in-fighting in movements that are ostensibly united against a common enemy. Orwell underscores the futility of factionalism in the face of existential threats, driving home the dangers of dogmatism.

In addition to personal experiences, Orwell includes a broader analysis of Spanish society and politics during the conflict. He addresses the economic and cultural conditions that led to the war, as well as the impact of fascist ideologies on ordinary Spaniards. This exploration serves to contextualize the war within a larger framework of social struggle, economic inequality, and the fight for democratic rights. His description provides a deep understanding of the landscape that shaped the motivations behind the war and its participants.

After being injured and recovering, Orwell returns to Barcelona, only to find the city engulfed in unrest as fighting breaks out among the Republicans themselves. He feels the palpable sense of despair as the hopes of the revolution dissipate amidst betrayal and violence. The infighting among the leftist factions ultimately leads to a collapse of the revolutionary spirit. The profound disillusionment Orwell experiences could be viewed as emblematic of the failure of the Republican side to maintain a united front against Franco’s fascists.

The aftermath of the civil war hangs heavy as Orwell recounts his struggles to reconcile the idealistic visions of revolution with the grim realities he has witnessed. He reflects on how the Spanish Civil War is a crucial moment in the larger context of world politics, anticipating the rise of fascism and the implications for democratic socialism. The poetic yet tragic implications of his observations expose the complexities of revolutionary movements and the moral compromises faced by those who fight for freedom and justice.

Ultimately, 'Homage to Catalonia' serves as a poignant memoir and a critical historical document that highlights the complexities and contradictions within revolutionary movements. Orwell's narrative not only conveys the terrors of war but also critiques the political machinations that can undermine noble causes. Through his harrowing experiences, Orwell affirms the importance of vigilance against totalitarianism and the necessity of a unified, honest political struggle, all while illustrating how personal experience shapes larger political ideologies.




Historical Context


Table of Contents



Homage to Catalonia unfolds against the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939), a conflict defined by profound political and social upheaval. It pitted Republican forces—a coalition of socialists, communists and allied anarchist groups—against Nationalist troops led by General Francisco Franco, who went on to establish an authoritarian state. The war erupted in a society long marked by poverty, regional disparities and political repression. The memoir focuses on experiences in Catalonia, where workers’ committees and militias briefly realized revolutionary hopes. Far more than a domestic struggle, it became a theater for rival ideologies and foreign intervention, foreshadowing the broader crisis that would engulf Europe.

The roots of the conflict lay in longstanding tensions. Early in the century, deep class divisions and the privileges of landowners and the officer corps fueled popular resentment. The Second Spanish Republic, proclaimed in 1931, pursued reforms and land redistribution, but fierce resistance from conservative sectors—Church, military and landed interests—weakened the new regime. A narrow victory by the Popular Front in February 1936, an alliance chiefly of moderate republicans, socialists and communists with loose anarchist support, prompted right-wing officers to rebel in Spanish Morocco on July 17 and on the mainland the next day.

Months after the coup attempt, the author arrived in Barcelona and volunteered with a Catalan militia affiliated to a Marxist party rather than joining the Soviet-organized International Brigades. His narrative records the grim realities of trench warfare and the idealism that drew volunteers from across Europe. By late 1936, thousands of men and women had crossed borders to defend the Republic, underscoring the conflict’s international dimension.

As the front lines settled, tensions between anarchists, communists and government loyalists erupted into internecine fighting. The Soviet-influenced Communist Party moved to centralize authority and dismantle independent revolutionary initiatives, targeting rival groups. In May 1937, Barcelona’s streets became a battleground when anarchist and Marxist militias clashed with forces under communist command, revealing fractures that sapped the Republic’s strength.

Foreign intervention played a decisive role. Nazi Germany’s Condor Legion and Fascist Italy’s air arm provided troops, aircraft and equipment to the Nationalists, while Republican forces relied on limited aid from the Soviet Union, France and Mexico. The disparity in matériel and training forced reliance on hastily formed militias, and Soviet advisors’ political directives deepened disputes among left-wing partners.

The April 1937 bombing of Guernica by German and Italian squadrons became an enduring symbol of civilian suffering, even though the memoir does not dwell on this town by name. It does, however, convey the terror inspired by aerial bombardment of Basque villages. Picasso’s subsequent painting would capture the outrage first stirred by such raids.

Experiences in Catalonia foster a profound sense of betrayal when comrades turn on one another. Arrests of non-communist socialists and attacks on anarchist collectives by communist militias illustrate how political orthodoxy can override solidarity. These episodes underscore a recurring theme: revolutions consumed from within by dogma.

Despite a common goal to defeat Franco, Republican factions undermined each other, sacrificing revolutionary principles to internal rivalries. In this light, the civil war offers a cautionary lesson on how factionalism and external meddling can erode noble causes.

The struggle ended on April 1, 1939, when Nationalist forces captured the last Republican territories and Madrid fell. Franco’s victory inaugurated a dictatorship that endured until 1975, characterized by censorship, repression and economic hardship. Thousands of combatants and activists fled into exile or faced persecution, marking a grim aftermath to aspirations for social justice.

Beyond Spain, the war shaped European politics and rallied anti-fascist sentiment, even as Soviet methods cast doubts on leftist movements. It served as a prelude to World War II’s ideological battles. The author’s reflections on totalitarian tendencies and his advocacy for democratic socialism draw directly on these experiences, informing his later fiction and essays.

Artistic responses further enriched the conflict’s legacy. Writers such as Ernest Hemingway and John Dos Passos documented front-line life; poets and visual artists grappled with themes of sacrifice and betrayal. This memoir adds critical introspection, examining how ideological zeal can distort human solidarity and warp revolutionary ideals.

In chronicling both the fervor and the fractures of a popular uprising, the account offers a sobering reminder of democracy’s fragility and the perils faced by movements divided by ideology.
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    Introduction
George Orwell, the pen name of Eric Arthur Blair, was a British novelist, essayist, and critic whose work reshaped political and literary discourse in the twentieth century. Born in British India and raised in England, he forged a distinctive prose style—lucid, morally urgent, and empirically grounded. His two most famous books, Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four, offered searing indictments of totalitarianism and abuses of power, while earlier works like Down and Out in Paris and London, Burmese Days, The Road to Wigan Pier, and Homage to Catalonia combined reportage with literary craft. Orwell’s insights into propaganda, language, and ideology remain central to contemporary debates.
Education and Literary Influences
Orwell’s formal education began in England after early childhood in British India. He attended St Cyprian’s, a preparatory school in Eastbourne, where he excelled academically despite mixed feelings about the institution. He later studied at Eton College, one of Britain’s most prestigious schools; among his teachers there was Aldous Huxley. He did not proceed to university, choosing instead a practical path that took him into government service. This combination—elite schooling followed by first-hand experience outside academic life—shaped his suspicion of privilege, his interest in social realities, and his commitment to writing plainly about the world as he observed it.
Orwell’s influences were broad and often ambivalent. He admired Jonathan Swift’s satire and Charles Dickens’s moral focus on social injustice, while Jack London and Émile Zola informed his interest in poverty and naturalistic detail. Rudyard Kipling’s imperial themes attracted and repelled him in equal measure, sharpening his critique of empire. He read and debated H. G. Wells and absorbed lessons from the Russian and European anti-totalitarian tradition, notably Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We and Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon. James Burnham’s analyses of managerial power further shaped the political architecture of Nineteen Eighty-Four. These influences fused with reportage to create his unmistakable voice.
Literary Career
After service with the Indian Imperial Police in Burma in the 1920s, Orwell resigned and returned to Europe determined to write. He lived austerely in Paris and London, gathering material that became Down and Out in Paris and London, published in the early 1930s under the pen name “George Orwell.” Burmese Days followed, drawing on colonial experience, along with A Clergyman’s Daughter and Keep the Aspidistra Flying. From the outset, his career blended fiction, memoir, and essay, grounded in close observation, political conscience, and stylistic economy. He cultivated the persona of a skeptical, fair-minded witness, insisting that good prose be transparent to truth.
The mid-1930s and wartime years solidified his reputation. Commissioned to explore conditions in the industrial North of England, he produced The Road to Wigan Pier, combining social investigation with sharp critique of middle-class attitudes and left-wing orthodoxies. In Spain, he joined a militia aligned with the POUM during the Civil War and was wounded, experiences recounted in Homage to Catalonia. During the Second World War, he worked for the BBC’s Eastern Service and later served as literary editor and columnist for Tribune. Essays from this period—The Lion and the Unicorn, “Shooting an Elephant,” and “Politics and the English Language”—established him as a master of political prose.
Animal Farm, written during the war and published near its end, transformed Orwell’s standing. An allegory of the Russian Revolution and Stalinist consolidation, it was initially difficult to place with publishers wary of offending a wartime ally. Upon release, it achieved immediate international success, widely translated and debated. Critics praised its moral clarity and economy, while some readers disputed its implications for socialist politics. The book’s trenchant portrayal of propaganda and betrayal made it a touchstone in postwar political culture. Financially and professionally, Animal Farm brought Orwell security and a global audience for the first time.
Nineteen Eighty-Four, completed amid declining health and published in the late 1940s, cemented Orwell’s legacy. Written largely in isolation on the remote Isle of Jura, the novel presents a dystopia defined by surveillance, coerced conformity, and the corruption of language. Concepts such as Big Brother, Newspeak, thoughtcrime, and doublethink entered the lexicon, symbolizing modern anxieties about power. Critics hailed its imaginative authority and moral force, though some lamented its bleakness. The book’s forceful depiction of ideological manipulation resonated across political spectra, ensuring that Orwell’s warnings would endure beyond immediate Cold War contexts and into broader discussions of governance and truth.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Orwell described himself as a democratic socialist, committed to equality, civil liberties, and the dignity of ordinary people. His early essays and novels critiqued imperialism; “Shooting an Elephant” and Burmese Days exposed the moral corrosion of colonial rule. The Road to Wigan Pier documented working-class hardship without romanticism, challenging both complacency and doctrinaire rhetoric. In Spain, he took up arms against fascism but emerged disillusioned by factionalism and repression on the anti-fascist side. These experiences forged his anti-totalitarian stance—hostile to authoritarian methods whether from the right or the left—and informed the allegorical bite of Animal Farm and the urgency of Nineteen Eighty-Four.
Central to Orwell’s advocacy was a belief that political integrity depends on honest language. In “Politics and the English Language,” he condemned euphemism, clichés, and jargon that conceal cruelty or muddle thought. As a journalist, reviewer, and editor, he defended free expression while insisting on moral responsibility. The Lion and the Unicorn argued for a wartime renewal of England that fused social justice with national solidarity, rejecting both cynicism and chauvinism. At Tribune, he cultivated independent-minded debate within the democratic left. Throughout, he sought a prose ethic—plain, testable against facts, and accessible to non-specialists—that could resist propaganda and clarify choices.
Orwell’s political insights were sharpened by engaged reading and critique. He analyzed James Burnham’s theories of managerial power, helping him conceive oligarchical collectivism as a durable system rather than a passing aberration. Encounters with Zamyatin and Koestler’s work reinforced his sense that tyranny proceeds through control of narrative and memory. Skeptical of utopias, he emphasized humane decency over grand designs, arguing that small truths and everyday freedoms matter most. While he never belonged comfortably to any party orthodoxy, he remained committed to a reformist, egalitarian politics. His warning was not against politics itself, but against lies, fear, and the machinery that sustains them.
Final Years & Legacy
In his final years, Orwell struggled with tuberculosis, alternating between periods of work and convalescence. Seeking solitude and clean air, he spent extended time on the Isle of Jura while writing Nineteen Eighty-Four, laboring under severe illness to complete it. The novel’s publication brought immense attention, but his health deteriorated further. He pursued treatment in England and died in early 1950 in London. Colleagues and critics recognized his passing as the loss of a rare moral and literary voice—one who combined witness, craftsmanship, and independence of mind with a refusal to flatter any faction or ideology.
Orwell’s legacy has only deepened. Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four became global touchstones, adapted for stage, screen, and radio, and assigned in classrooms worldwide. Their vocabulary—Big Brother, Newspeak, doublethink—anchors discussions of surveillance, censorship, and political deceit. Writers of later dystopias, including Anthony Burgess and Margaret Atwood, engaged his themes, while historians and critics continue to debate his socialism, patriotism, and journalistic methods. Across ideological lines, Orwell functions as a reference point for defending truthfulness in public life. His persistent relevance lies not in prediction, but in diagnosis: a method of looking clearly at power and insisting on words that mean what they say.
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In the Lenin Barracks[1] in Barcelona, the day before I joined the militia, I saw an Italian militiaman standing in front of the officers’ table.

He was a tough-looking youth of twenty-five or six, with reddish-yellow hair and powerful shoulders. His peaked leather cap was pulled fiercely over one eye. He was standing in profile to me, his chin on his breast, gazing with a puzzled frown at a map which one of the officers had open on the table. Something in his face deeply moved me. It was the face of a man who would commit murder and throw away his life for a friend — the kind efface you would expect in an Anarchist, though as likely as not he was a Communist. There were both candour and ferocity in it; also the pathetic reverence that illiterate people have for their supposed superiors. Obviously he could not make head or tail of the map; obviously he regarded map-reading as a stupendous intellectual feat. I hardly know why, but I have seldom seen anyone — any man, I mean — to whom I have taken such an immediate liking. While they were talking round the table some remark brought it out that I was a foreigner. The Italian raised his head and said quickly:

‘Italiano?’

I answered in my bad Spanish: ‘No, Inglés. Y tú?’

‘Italiano.’

As we went out he stepped across the room and gripped my hand very hard. Queer, the affection you can feel for a stranger! It was as though his spirit and mine had momentarily succeeded in bridging the gulf of language and tradition and meeting in utter intimacy. I hoped he liked me as well as I liked him. But I also knew that to retain my first impression of him I must not see him again; and needless to say I never did see him again. One was always making contacts of that kind in Spain.

I mention this Italian militiaman because he has stuck vividly in my memory. With his shabby uniform and fierce pathetic face he typifies for me the special atmosphere of that time. He is bound up with all my memories of that period of the war — the red flags in Barcelona, the gaunt trains full of shabby soldiers creeping to the front, the grey war-stricken towns farther up the line, the muddy, ice-cold trenches in the mountains.

This was in late December 1936, less than seven months ago as I write, and yet it is a period that has already receded into enormous distance. Later events have obliterated it much more completely than they have obliterated 1935, or 1905, for that matter. I had come to Spain with some notion of writing newspaper articles, but I had joined the militia almost immediately, because at that time and in that atmosphere it seemed the only conceivable thing to do. The Anarchists were still in virtual control of Catalonia and the revolution was still in full swing. To anyone who had been there since the beginning it probably seemed even in December or January that the revolutionary period was ending; but when one came straight from England the aspect of Barcelona was something startling and overwhelming. It was the first time that I had ever been in a town where the working class was in the saddle. Practically every building of any size had been seized by the workers and was draped with red flags or with the red and black flag of the Anarchists; every wall was scrawled with the hammer and sickle and with the initials of the revolutionary parties; almost every church had been gutted and its images burnt. Churches here and there were being systematically demolished by gangs of workmen. Every shop and café had an inscription saying that it had been collectivized; even the bootblacks had been collectivized and their boxes painted red and black. Waiters and shop-walkers looked you in the face and treated you as an equal. Servile and even ceremonial forms of speech had temporarily disappeared. Nobody said ‘Señior’ or ‘Don’ or even ‘Usted’; everyone called everyone else ‘Comrade’ and ‘Thou’, and said ‘Salud!’ instead of ‘Buenos dias’. Tipping was forbidden by law; almost my first experience was receiving a lecture from a hotel manager for trying to tip a lift-boy. There were no private motor-cars, they had all been commandeered, and all the trams and taxis and much of the other transport were painted red and black. The revolutionary posters were everywhere, flaming from the walls in clean reds and blues that made the few remaining advertisements look like daubs of mud. Down the Ramblas, the wide central artery of the town where crowds of people streamed constantly to and fro, the loudspeakers were bellowing revolutionary songs all day and far into the night. And it was the aspect of the crowds that was the queerest thing of all. In outward appearance it was a town in which the wealthy classes had practically ceased to exist. Except for a small number of women and foreigners there were no ‘well-dressed’ people at all. Practically everyone wore rough working-class clothes, or blue overalls, or some variant of the militia uniform. All this was queer and moving. There was much in it that I did not understand, in some ways I did not even like it, but I recognized it immediately as a state of affairs worth fighting for. Also I believed that things were as they appeared, that this was really a workers' State and that the entire bourgeoisie had either fled, been killed, or voluntarily come over to the workers' side; I did not realize that great numbers of well-to-do bourgeois were simply lying low and disguising themselves as proletarians for the time being.

Together with all this there was something of the evil atmosphere of war. The town had a gaunt untidy look, roads and buildings were in poor repair, the streets at night were dimly lit for fear of air-raids, the shops were mostly shabby and half-empty. Meat was scarce and milk practically unobtainable, there was a shortage of coal, sugar, and petrol, and a really serious shortage of bread. Even at this period the bread-queues were often hundreds of yards long. Yet so far as one could judge the people were contented and hopeful. There was no unemployment, and the price of living was still extremely low; you saw very few conspicuously destitute people, and no beggars except the gipsies. Above all, there was a belief in the revolution and the future, a feeling of having suddenly emerged into an era of equality and freedom. Human beings were trying to behave as human beings and not as cogs in the capitalist machine. In the barbers' shops were Anarchist notices (the barbers were mostly Anarchists) solemnly explaining that barbers were no longer slaves. In the streets were coloured posters appealing to prostitutes to stop being prostitutes. To anyone from the hard-boiled, sneering civilization of the English-speaking races there was something rather pathetic in the literalness with which these idealistic Spaniards took the hackneyed phrases of revolution. At that time revolutionary ballads of the naivest kind, all about proletarian brotherhood and the wickedness of Mussolini, were being sold on the streets for a few centimes each. I have often seen an illiterate militiaman buy one of these ballads, laboriously spell out the words, and then, when he had got the hang of it, begin singing it to an appropriate tune.

All this time I was at the Lenin Barracks, ostensibly in training for the front. When I joined the militia I had been told that I should be sent to the front the next day, but in fact I had to wait while a fresh centuria was got ready. The workers' militias, hurriedly raised by the trade unions at the beginning of the war, had not yet been organized on an ordinary army basis. The units of command were the ‘section’, of about thirty men, the centuria, of about a hundred men, and the ‘column’, which in practice meant any large number of men. The Lenin Barracks was a block of splendid stone buildings with a riding-school and enormous cobbled courtyards; it had been a cavalry barracks and had been captured during the July fighting. My centuria slept in one of the stables, under the stone mangers where the names of the cavalry chargers were still inscribed. All the horses had been seized and sent to the front, but the whole place still smelt of horse-piss and rotten oats. I was at the barracks about a week. Chiefly I remember the horsy smells, the quavering bugle-calls (all our buglers were amateurs — I first learned the Spanish bugle-calls by listening to them outside the Fascist lines), the tramp-tramp of hobnailed boots in the barrack yard, the long morning parades in the wintry sunshine, the wild games of football, fifty a side, in the gravelled riding-school. There were perhaps a thousand men at the barracks, and a score or so of women, apart from the militiamen's wives who did the cooking. There were still women serving in the militias, though not very many. In the early battles they had fought side by side with the men as a matter of course. It is a thing that seems natural in time of revolution. Ideas were changing already, however. The militiamen had to be kept out of the riding-school while the women were drilling there because they laughed at the women and put them off. A few months earlier no one would have seen anything comic in a woman handling a gun.

The whole barracks was in the state of filth and chaos to which the militia reduced every building they occupied and which seems to be one of the by-products of revolution. In every comer you came upon piles of smashed furniture, broken saddles, brass cavalry-helmets, empty sabre-scabbards, and decaying food. There was frightful wastage of food, especially bread. From my barrack-room alone a basketful of bread was thrown away at every meal — a disgraceful thing when the civilian population was short of it. We ate at long trestle-tables out of permanently greasy tin pannikins, and drank out of a dreadful thing called a porron. A porron is a sort of glass bottle with a pointed spout from which a thin jet of wine spurts out whenever you tip it up; you can thus drink from a distance, without touching it with your lips, and it can be passed from hand to hand. I went on strike and demanded a drinking-cup as soon as I saw a porron in use. To my eye the things were altogether too like bed-bottles, especially when they were filled with white wine.

By degrees they were issuing the recruits with uniforms, and because this was Spain everything was issued piecemeal, so that it was never quite certain who had received what, and various of the things we most needed, such as belts and cartridge-boxes, were not issued till the last moment, when the train was actually waiting to take us to the front. I have spoken of the militia ‘uniform’, which probably gives a wrong impression. It was not exactly a uniform. Perhaps a ‘multiform’ would be the proper name for it. Everyone's clothes followed the same general plan, but they were never quite the same in any two cases. Practically everyone in the army wore corduroy knee-breeches, but there the uniformity ended. Some wore puttees, others corduroy gaiters, others leather leggings or high boots. Everyone wore a zipper jacket, but some of the jackets were of leather, others of wool and of every conceivable colour. The kinds of cap were about as numerous as their wearers. It was usual to adorn the front of your cap with a party badge, and in addition nearly every man. wore a red or red and black handkerchief round his throat. A militia column at that time was an extraordinary-looking rabble. But the clothes had to be issued as this or that factory rushed them out, and they were not bad clothes considering the circumstances. The shirts and socks were wretched cotton things, however, quite useless against cold. I hate to think of what the militiamen must have gone through in the earlier months before anything was organized. I remember coming upon a newspaper of only about two months earlier in which one of the P.O.U.M.[2] leaders, after a visit to the front, said that he would try to see to it that ‘every militiaman had a blanket’. A phrase to make you shudder if you have ever slept in a trench.

On my second day at the barracks there began what was comically called ‘instruction’. At the beginning there were frightful scenes of chaos. The recruits were mostly boys of sixteen or seventeen from the back streets of Barcelona, full of revolutionary ardour but completely ignorant of the meaning of war. It was impossible even to get them to stand in line. Discipline did not exist; if a man disliked an order he would step out of the ranks and argue fiercely with the officer. The lieutenant who instructed us was a stout, fresh-faced, pleasant young man who had previously been a Regular Army officer, and still looked like one, with his smart carriage and spick-and-span uniform. Curiously enough he was a sincere and ardent Socialist. Even more than the men themselves he insisted upon complete social equality between all ranks. I remember his pained surprise when an ignorant recruit addressed him as ‘Senor’. ‘What! Senor? Who is that calling me Senor? Are we not all comrades?’ I doubt whether it made his job any easier. Meanwhile the raw recruits were getting no military training that could be of the slightest use to them. I had been told that foreigners were not obliged to attend ‘instruction’ (the Spaniards, I noticed, had a pathetic belief that all foreigners knew more of military matters than themselves), but naturally I turned out with the others. I was very anxious to learn how to use a machine-gun; it was a weapon I had never had a chance to handle. To my dismay I found that we were taught nothing about the use of weapons. The so-called instruction was simply parade-ground drill of the most antiquated, stupid kind; right turn, left turn, about turn, marching at attention in column of threes and all the rest of that useless nonsense which I had learned when I was fifteen years old. It was an extraordinary form for the training of a guerilla army to take. Obviously if you have only a few days in which to train a soldier, you must teach him the things he will most need; how to take cover, how to advance across open ground, how to mount guards and build a parapet — above all, how to use his weapons. Yet this mob of eager children, who were going to be thrown into the front line in a few days' time, were not even taught how to fire a rifle or pull the pin out of a bomb. At the time I did not grasp that this was because there were no weapons to be had. In the P.O.U.M. militia the shortage of rifles was so desperate that fresh troops reaching the front always had to take their rifles from the troops they relieved in the line. In the whole of the Lenin Barracks there were, I believe, no rifles except those used by the sentries.

After a few days, though still a complete rabble by any ordinary standard, we were considered fit to be seen in public, and in the mornings we were marched out to the public gardens on the hill beyond the Plaza de Espana. This was the common drill-ground of all the party militias, besides the Carabineros and the first contingents of the newly formed Popular Army. Up in the public gardens it was a strange and heartening sight. Down every path and alley-way, amid the formal flower-beds, squads and companies of men marched stiffly to and fro, throwing out their chests and trying desperately to look like soldiers. All of them were unarmed and none completely in uniform, though on most of them the militia uniform was breaking out in patches here and there. The procedure was always very much the same. For three hours we strutted to and fro (the Spanish marching step is very short and rapid), then we halted, broke the ranks, and flocked thirstily to a little grocer's shop which was half-way down the hill and was doing a roaring trade in cheap wine. Everyone was very friendly to me. As an Englishman I was something of a curiosity, and the Carabinero officers made much of me and stood me drinks. Meanwhile, whenever I could get our lieutenant into a corner, I was clamouring to be instructed in the use of a machine-gun. I used to drag my Hugo's dictionary out of my pocket and start on him in my villainous Spanish:

‘Yo sé manejar fusil. No sé manejar ametralladora. Quiero apprender ametralladora. Quándo vamos apprender ametralladora?’

The answer was always a harassed smile and a promise that there should be machine-gun instruction mañana. Needless to say mañana never came. Several days passed and the recruits learned to march in step and spring to attention almost smartly, but if they knew which end of a rifle the bullet came out of, that was all they knew. One day an armed Carabinero strolled up to us when we were halting and allowed us to examine his rifle. It turned out that in the whole of my section no one except myself even knew how to load the rifle, much less how to take aim.

All this time I was having the usual struggles with the Spanish language. Apart from myself there was only one Englishman at the barracks, and nobody even among the officers spoke a word of French. Things were not made easier for me by the fact that when my companions spoke to one another they generally spoke in Catalan. The only way I could get along was to carry everywhere a small dictionary which I whipped out of my pocket in moments of crisis. But I would sooner be a foreigner in Spain than in most countries. How easy it is to make friends in Spain [1q]I Within a day or two there was a score of militiamen who called me by my Christian name, showed me the ropes, and overwhelmed me with hospitality. I am not writing a book of propaganda and I do not want to idealize the P.O.U.M. militia. The whole militia-system had serious faults, and the men themselves were a mixed lot, for by this time voluntary recruitment was falling off and many of the best men were already at the front or dead. There was always among us a certain percentage who were completely useless. Boys of fifteen were being brought up for enlistment by their parents, quite openly for the sake of the ten pesetas a day which was the militiaman's wage; also for the sake of the bread which the militia received in plenty and could smuggle home to their parents. But I defy anyone to be thrown as I was among the Spanish working class — I ought perhaps to say the Catalan working class, for apart from a few Aragonese and Andalusians I mixed only with Catalans — and not be struck by their essential decency; above all, their straightforwardness and generosity. A Spaniard's generosity, in the ordinary sense of the word, is at times almost embarrassing. If you ask him for a cigarette he will force the whole packet upon you. And beyond this there is generosity in a deeper sense, a real largeness of spirit, which I have met with again and again in the most unpromising circumstances. Some of the journalists and other foreigners who travelled in Spain during the war have declared that in secret the Spaniards were bitterly jealous of foreign aid. All I can say is that I never observed anything of the kind. I remember that a few days before I left the barracks a group of men returned on leave from the front. They were talking excitedly about their experiences and were full of enthusiasm for some French troops who had been next to them at Huesca. The French were very brave, they said; adding enthusiastically: ‘Más valientes que nosotros’ — ‘Braver than we are!’ Of course I demurred, whereupon they explained that the French knew more of the art of war — were more expert with bombs, machine-guns, and so forth. Yet the remark was significant. An Englishman would cut his hand off sooner than say a thing like that.

Every foreigner who served in the militia spent his first few weeks in learning to love the Spaniards and in being exasperated by certain of their characteristics. In the front line my own exasperation sometimes reached the pitch of fury. The Spaniards are good at many things, but not at making war. All foreigners alike are appalled by their inefficiency, above all their maddening unpunctuality. The one Spanish word that no foreigner can avoid learning is mañana — ‘tomorrow’ (literally, ‘the morning’). Whenever it is conceivably possible, the business of today is put off until mañana. This is so notorious that even the Spaniards themselves make jokes about it. In Spain nothing, from a meal to a battle, ever happens at the appointed time. As a general rule things happen too late, but just occasionally — just so that you shan't even be able to depend on their happening late — they happen too early. A train which is due to leave at eight will normally leave at any time between nine and ten, but perhaps once a week, thanks to some private whim of the engine-driver, it leaves at half past seven. Such things can be a little trying. In theory I rather admire the Spaniards for not sharing our Northern time-neurosis; but unfortunately I share it myself.

After endless rumours, mañanas, and delays we were suddenly ordered to the front at two hours' notice, when much of our equipment was still unissued. There were terrible tumults in the quartermaster's store; in the end numbers of men had to leave without their full equipment. The barracks had promptly filled with women who seemed to have sprung up from the ground and were helping their men-folk to roll their blankets and pack their kit-bags. It was rather humiliating that I had to be shown how to put on my new leather cartridge-boxes by a Spanish girl, the wife of Williams, the other English militiaman. She was a gentle, dark-eyed, intensely feminine creature who looked as though her life-work was to rock a cradle, but who as a matter of fact had fought bravely in the street-battles of July. At this time she was carrying a baby which was born just ten months after the outbreak of war and had perhaps been begotten behind a barricade.

The train was due to leave at eight, and it was about ten past eight when the harassed, sweating officers managed to marshal us in the barrack square. I remember very vividly the torchlit scene — the uproar and excitement, the red flags flapping in the torchlight, the massed ranks of militiamen with their knapsacks on their backs and their rolled blankets worn bandolier-wise across the shoulder; and the shouting and the clatter of boots and tin pannikins, and then a tremendous and finally successful hissing for silence; and then some political commissar standing beneath a huge rolling red banner and making us a speech in Catalan. Finally they marched us to the station, taking the longest route, three or four miles, so as to show us to the whole
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