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            Foreword

            by Christina Lamb

         

         One of my favourite Virginia Cowles anecdotes concerns Lloyd George reading her article on the Spanish Civil War in the Sunday Times and being so impressed that he quoted it in Parliament, before asking Winston Churchill’s son Randolph to bring the author to lunch in the country. The piece had no byline, and when this glamorous young American stepped out of the car, he was blindsided.

         ‘The old man regarded me with surprise that almost bordered on resentment,’ Cowles wrote afterwards. ‘I suppose it was a nasty shock to find that the eminent authority he had quoted was just a green young woman.’

         In the end he recovered, showing her his chickens, pigs and cows – ‘sloshing through the fields like an ancient prophet with his green cloak and long white hair blowing in the wind’ – and sending her home with a jar of honey and a dozen apples.

         This is classic Cowles: self-deprecatory, while revealing her impressive list of contacts, bordering on name-dropping, as well as possessing an eye for the telling detail.

         As a female war correspondent who grew up devouring the work of trailblazers such as Martha Gellhorn, Lee Miller and Clare Hollingworth, whose reporting of the Second World War paved the way for my generation, I have to admit it took a long while for their contemporary, Virginia Cowles, to come onto my radar, even though she had worked for my own paper. Reading this book after meeting her daughter, Harriet, I was blown away. First, by the xiiimage of Cowles as a twenty-six-year-old debutante from Boston arriving at the Spanish Civil War in hat, tailored suit, fur jacket and heels, with a typewriter and a suitcase containing three wool dresses. ‘I had no qualifications as a war correspondent except curiosity,’ she writes.

         Curiosity is, of course, important, as is determination, which she had in spades – she would go on to be one of the only reporters to cover the Civil War from both sides. What Cowles also had, as this book reveals, was an astonishing ability to paint a scene and transport the reader there. It’s hard to think of a more compelling account of the Nuremberg rallies than her description of ‘the huge burning urns at the top of the stadium, their orange flames leaping into the blackness … the steady beat of drums that sounded like the distant throb of tom-toms … a shimmering sea of swastikas’, and her own growing claustrophobia as she watches Hitler working people up into a frenzy of delirium.

         Then there is the fact that she seemed to know everyone. A few days after that rally, she attends a tea party for Hitler. There, she witnesses his bizarre friendship with twenty-four-year-old Unity Mitford, who tells her over supper about Hitler’s love for gossip and his impersonations of Goering, Goebbels and Mussolini, claiming that if he was not Führer, he could have made a fortune in vaudeville. Breezily, Unity assures her he won’t go to war. ‘The Führer doesn’t want his new buildings bombed,’ she says.

         On returning angry from a doom-laden Czechoslovakia following the September 1938 Munich Conference, in which Britain and France allowed Germany to annex the country’s Sudetenland borderlands, believing this would avoid a major war, she is invited to dinner with one of its architects, Neville Chamberlain. Hitler is ‘beginning to lose his power’, he assures her.

         Cowles’s encounters with all the key players have led some to xiiidescribe her as the Forrest Gump of journalism. Another Sunday lunch is with Winston Churchill, who, after searching his pond for his lost goldfish, shows her his paintings and launches a diatribe against Chamberlain for failing to realise the threat Britain is facing. Then there is a series of lords and aristocrats who turn up conveniently with planes just when she needs them. Perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised: after all, Cowles had started off as a ‘society girl columnist’ in New York, writing in Harper’s Bazaar about fashion, debs and the death of romance.

         Indeed, her own story was as remarkable as the subjects she covered. It was the tragic premature death of her mother Florence from appendicitis in 1932, when Cowles was just twenty-two, that set her off on the road to foreign reporting. Florence had left an insurance policy worth $2,000, which Cowles persuaded her sister they should spend on travelling the world, in honour of their mother’s memory.

         She pitched the idea of a travel column to Hearst Magazines, and over the next year wrote a series of pieces, stretching from Tokyo to Rome, where, of course, she gets an interview with Mussolini, just days after he has launched his invasion of Abyssinia. So nervous is she that she can’t eat lunch. ‘My knowledge of foreign affairs was negligible … I hadn’t the faintest idea how one went about an interview.’ She needn’t have worried. When she enters the medieval Palazzo Venezia, guarded by Blackshirts greeting her with the Fascist salute, Il Duce lectures her about Italy’s right to have an empire.

         She soon gets a crash course in foreign affairs and front-line journalism after persuading her editors to let her head to Spain, where volunteer soldiers were flocking from around the world to join the fight against Franco’s Fascist forces. Her first time under fire, while walking along Madrid’s Gran Via, captures the war xivexquisitely: ‘I heard a noise like the sound of cloth ripping … gentle at first, then it grew into a hiss; there was a split second of silence, followed by a bang as a shell hurtled into the white stone telephone building at the end of the street. Bricks and timber crashed to the ground and dust rose up in a billow … Everyone started running, scattering into vestibules and doorways, like pieces of paper blown by a sudden gust of wind.’

         Most wars have their great journalist hotels, and in Madrid it was the Hotel Florida, which she memorably describes as peopled by ‘idealists and mercenaries; scoundrels and martyrs; adventurers and embusqués; fanatics, traitors and plain down-and-outs. They were like an odd assortment of beads strung together on a common thread of war.’ Among the resident correspondents were Tom Delmer of the Daily Express, whose room became a gathering point, Beethoven’s Fifth blaring from his gramophone to drown out the artillery, and Ernest Hemingway, who would hold court in his second-floor room, with a young American bull-fighter as his sidekick. Cowles sounds unimpressed, describing him in his ‘filthy brown trousers and torn blue shirt’. By all accounts it was mutual, Hemingway regarding this ingénue, with her gold bracelets and high heels, with disdain. Even so, they go for lunch, running into ‘a fastidious-looking man dressed from head to toe in dove grey … [with] bright marble-brown eyes’ who turns out to be the grand executioner of Madrid. He joins them for a carafe of wine, and as they leave, Hemingway warns her, ‘Now remember, he’s mine,’ later quoting him in a play.

         She goes window-shopping with Hemingway’s lover, her fellow American Martha Gellhorn, staring at furs and perfumes, after which they drink afternoon cocktails in the Miami bar. I love her description of how, beneath the camaraderie and drinking, the correspondents ‘studied each other like crows’. Cowles was regarded xvas particularly suspect, because unlike most, who were partisan, sympathising with either the Republicans or the Communists, she reported from both sides.

         Though she may not have had the righteous anger of Gellhorn, she clearly cared, and like her compatriot she focused on the human cost of conflict. She quickly showed an ability to charm information from anyone and a journalist’s luck to be in the right place at the right time. At one point she gets lost driving out to one of the fronts where the International Brigades are fighting and finds herself at the divisional headquarters for the Russians who are training the Republicans, which was supposed to be secret. The Russian general is hostile but clearly captivated, sending his car to Madrid to bring her back and plying her with champagne and wild strawberries, as well as the principles of Marxism. He sends her off with a red rose.

         After Spain, Cowles would jump at the sound of a car backfiring or a vacuum cleaner, but it didn’t put her off. Instead, she goes back and forth through a Europe on the verge of war, the lights going out in one country after another. She wears her courage lightly, yet takes incredible risks: to cover the destruction of Poland she zig-zags across the Channel in a boat for fourteen hours to escape the German U-boats. Eventually, she makes it to Romania, where she runs into her friend, Lord Forbes, who in his own plane flies her to the border, where she finds a hotel full of dazed Polish refugees fleeing the German tanks and bombs. Among them are three children sitting on suitcases, waiting for parents who will never come.

         From there she heads to Finland for the little-remembered Winter War. After their country was invaded by the Soviet Union in November 1939, the Finns stunned everyone with their bravery, small numbers of soldiers on skis ‘sliding like ghosts through the xviwoods’ and beating back the initial offensive. After female correspondents are blocked from the front, following an allegation of sexual harassment, she works her contacts and manages to get to the remote city of Rovaniemi, near the Arctic Circle, this time clad more adequately. She is taken to a spot where a few weeks previously the Finns had annihilated two Russian divisions. It is ‘the most ghastly spectacle I have ever seen’, four miles of roads and forests strewn with the bodies of men and horses, some ‘frozen as hard as petrified wood’. It was, however, all for nothing, the lack of international support forcing the Finns into a peace agreement that ceded more than ten per cent of their territory.

         By June 1940, the German forces were moving on Paris. Desperate to be there for what she imagines will be a protracted French defence of their capital, she flies to Tours and takes what turns out to be the last train to Paris. She arrives to find everyone is leaving. Somehow she manages to find a taxi and gives a lift to a girl who turns out to be a prostitute, but discovers that the hotels are all closed and her friends all gone. Eventually, she hooks up with Tom Healy from the Daily Mirror, who has a sports car, and together they drive along the Seine and south out of the city. They are met by astonishing scenes of ‘noise and confusion, of the thick smell of petrol, of the scraping of automobile gears, of shouts, wails, curses, tears … Anything that had four wheels and an engine was pressed into service, no matter what the state of decrepitude; there were taxi-cabs, ice-trucks, bakery vans, perfume wagons, sports roadsters and Paris buses, all of them packed with human beings. I even saw a hearse loaded with children.’

         She ends up back in London, reporting on the Blitz and the Battle of Britain, writing from Dover: ‘You knew the fate of civilisation was being decided fifteen thousand feet above your head in a world of sun, wind and sky.’ She moved out of town to xviiwrite Looking for Trouble, ostensibly a memoir of her journalistic exploits, but equally an exhortation for her own country to join the war.

         Always fascinated by Britain, she would make it her home, and after the war married journalist and MP Aidan Crawley, with whom she had three children. She went on to write a play with Martha Gellhorn about women war reporters, as well as twelve other books on some of her rich acquaintances, such as the Astors and the Rothschilds, and a number of historical biographies.

         If today there are almost as many women as men reporting from war zones, it is thanks to women like Cowles, who showed what is possible. It’s a mystery to me that she doesn’t receive the same recognition as Gellhorn.

         Looking for Trouble was a bestseller when it was published in 1941, and I hope that its re-release will introduce her to a whole new generation.
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            Prologue

         

         
            On that November evening (Armistice Night), the three men at the head of Great Britain, the United States and France seemed to be the masters of the world. Behind them stood vast communities organised to the last point, rejoicing in victory and inspired with gratitude and confidence for the chiefs who had led them there. In their hands lay armies of irresistible might, and fleets without whose sanction no vessel crossed the sea upon or beneath the surface. There was nothing wise, right and necessary which they could not in unity decree. And these men had been drawn together across differences of nationality and interest and across distances on land and sea by the comradeship of struggle against a dreaded foe. Together they had reached the goal. Victory absolute and incomparable was in their hands. What would they do with it?

            The World Crisis: The Aftermath

Winston S. Churchill, March 1929

         

         Here is a full moon shining down on London and overhead you can hear the drone of German bombers. The streets are deserted, but every now and then the stillness is broken by the wracking explosions of the guns.

         On nights like this you wonder if future historians will be able to visualise the majesty of this mighty capital; to picture the strange beauty of the darkened buildings in the moonlight; the rustle of the wind and the sigh of bombs; the long white fingers of the searchlights and the moan of shells travelling towards the stars. Will they understand how violently people died: how calmly people lived?

         Long ago Britons set out to master the sea for fear it would imprison them on their island. Today the same sea holds them xxiisecure against their enemies, and, so long as the great water highways remain in their control, their land can be attacked only from the air.

         So far, the air has not proved decisive. The terror of the night-bomber is combated by the robust spirit of the people, and the accuracy of the day-bomber destroyed by the fierce onslaught of the Royal Air Force.

         The air battles fought over the English coast have been more spectacular than any battles history has seen before. When German planes, in mass formation, approached the cliffs of Dover they were met by a shattering barrage of anti-aircraft fire, and then by the swift, angry whine of fighters. Many of these battles were fought over the sea. I have often stood in the sunshine on top of Shakespeare Cliff, a mile from the town, and watched the twisting, turning planes with a feeling of unreality. Somehow it was always difficult to grasp that these were the actual combats on which civilisation depended; that although modern armies were counted in terms of millions, the sea had immobilised their strength and the issue was being decided by a handful of men above.

         Of all the days I spent at Dover I remember August 15th the best. On this day the Royal Air Force shot down a record number of one hundred and eighty planes. I drove down from London with Vincent Sheean and from the cliff we tried to piece the drama together like a jigsaw puzzle. In almost the whole range of the sky there was action. To the right we could see a plane falling like a stone into the sea, leaving a long black plume against the sky; to the left, one of the great silver balloons in flames; and directly above, a fighter, diving down on one of the bombers and suddenly a tiny fluttering parachute as one of the pilots baled out; and all the time the crackling noise of the anti-aircraft guns’ fire and the white bursts of smoke against the sky. xxiii

         During one of these battles I looked through a pair of field-glasses at a small trawler anchored in the harbour below. The crew had evidently accepted the fierce encounters above them as part of their daily routine, for no one was paying much attention. One of the men was lying on the deck fast asleep, another was doing his washing, and a third was reading a paper. A few hours later the little trawler hoisted up its flag, got up steam, and went paddling nonchalantly down the Channel. It had an arrogant air as though it were saying: ‘Hands off; this sea is ours.’

         We watched the battle for some time, then Vincent turned to me and said, ‘It’s funny to think all this business started down there.’ He nodded towards the mists.

         ‘Down there?’

         ‘In Spain.’

         Undoubtedly future historians will puzzle over the lessons that were never learned from the first world war; they will shake their heads that the three great democracies refused to join hands and accept their responsibilities as the guardians of world peace. They will trace the causes of the present conflagration to the breakdown of the League of Nations, pointing to Manchuria in 1931 and Abyssinia in 1935. But they will have to turn to Spain in 1936 for the first rumble of gunfire to break the stillness of the European continent; and it is in Spain that my story begins.

         I saw the villages of Spain burning and followed the flames across the map of Europe. They spread upwards, scorching the woods of Bohemia, ravaging the plains of Poland, and even searing the ice-bound forests of the Arctic. Then the evil winds of conquest blew them to Norway. They swept through Holland and Belgium and burnt the rich fields of France black, so that now there is no life stirring.

         The part I have seen is small in the picture history will record, xxivbut it has shown me that the war today is not only an issue between nations. It is a struggle to keep justice and mercy on the earth, and to preserve the very dignity of man.

         London, May 1941
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            REPUBLICAN SPAIN 
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            1

            Trip to War

         

         If you look back over the newspapers of March 1937 you will recall a number of things: that the Normandie beat the record for the Atlantic crossing; that King Leopold visited London; that Neville Chamberlain succeeded Stanley Baldwin as Prime Minister of England; that the lost diary of Dr Samuel Johnson was found; that Queen Marie of Romania was gravely ill; and that Noël Coward was resting.

         You will also read that General Franco launched an offensive. On March 10th the newspapers reported that he had broken through the Madrid defences and on the following day the correspondent of the London Daily Telegraph wrote:

         
            The Nationalists have advanced eighteen miles in two days. They are now fifteen miles from Guadalajara. The defenders of Madrid realise that the battle of Guadalajara will decide the fate of the capital.

         

         A few days later the story began to trickle out and the world learned that not only was Madrid still standing, but that Franco’s Italian Legionaries had broken and fled, and the Nationalist offensive had been turned into the first (and what proved to be the last) major victory for the Republic.

         It was a week after the battle of Guadalajara that I made my first trip to Spain. I stood at the Toulouse aerodrome at five-thirty in the morning waiting for an aeroplane to take me to Valencia. It was pitch black and bitterly cold. The frost on the ground shimmered through the darkness like a ghostly shroud, and the small 4red bulbs outlining the airfield had an eerie glow. My heart began to sink at the prospect of the trip.

         I had no qualifications as a war correspondent except curiosity. Although I had travelled in Europe and the Far East a good deal, and written a number of articles, mainly for the ‘March of Events’ section of the Hearst newspapers, my adventures were of a peaceful nature. In fact, after a twelve-month trip from London to Tokyo in 1934, I had written an article for Harper’s Bazaar which soon dated sadly. It was entitled: ‘The Safe, Safe World’.

         When the war broke out in Spain, I saw an opportunity for more vigorous reporting; I thought it would be interesting to cover both sides and write a series of articles contrasting the two. I persuaded Mr T. V. Ranck of the Hearst newspapers that this was a good proposition and happily set off for Europe. I knew no one in Spain and hadn’t the least idea how one went about such an assignment, so waited until reaching Paris before mapping out a plan of campaign. And then the battle of Guadalajara took place. I read about the heroic resistance of beleaguered Madrid, and decided that Madrid was obviously the place to go.

         Friends in Paris were not encouraging. They warned me if I didn’t dress shabbily I would be ‘bumped off’ in the streets; some suggested men’s clothes; others rags and tatters. I finally took three wool dresses and a fur jacket.

         They also filled me with atrocity stories and gloomily predicted that if I was not shot down on the flight to Valencia I would surely be bombed on the road to Madrid. I had paid no attention to their forebodings, but now, as I stood on the aerodrome, a procession of terrible pictures filtered through my mind. I went into the waiting room to have a cup of coffee and took comfort from the fact that no one seemed impressed by the imminent departure of a plane for the perils of ‘war-torn’ Spain. There were only a 5half-dozen people in the room; some reading yesterday’s evening papers, some sleeping with their heads on the tables. It was so cold the French mechanics were pacing up and down, stopping every now and then to warm their hands over a small stove. At last the door opened and a man announced the plane was ready to leave. I paid my bill, and as I got up an old man in a black beret who had been sitting quietly by the fire walked over to me, clasped my hand, and in a voice trembling with emotion said: ‘Bonne chance, mademoiselle, bonne chance.’ I stepped into the aeroplane with a feeling of doom.

         It took us only an hour to reach Barcelona. Most of it was spent in flying over the Pyrenees. The mountains were covered with snow and at first they looked grey and remote; then the dawn came up and they were swept with a fiery pink. When we circled down to a landing and I walked into the airport waiting room, I remember the surprise I felt at my first picture of Spain. The scene was so peaceful it was almost incongruous. A woman sat behind the counter knitting a sweater, two old gentlemen in black corduroy suits were at a table drinking brandy, and a small girl sprawled on the floor with a cat. They greeted the French pilots cordially, but when the latter commented on the war and asked for the latest news, one of the old men shrugged his shoulders uninterestedly, and said: ‘The war has nothing to do with Catalonia. We don’t want any part of it; all we want is to be left alone.’

         We had a cup of coffee, our baggage was inspected by an indifferent customs officer, and an hour later we were in Valencia.

         Valencia was a mass of swarming humanity. It was the temporary seat of the Government and its population of four hundred thousand had swollen to over a million. People poured through the streets, crowded the squares, clustered the doorways, thronged the beaches and flowed endlessly through the markets, to the 6shops and cafés. Everything was noise and confusion. Horse-drawn carts clattered over the cobblestones, and automobiles, with official stickers pasted on the windshields, raced dangerously down the main thoroughfares honking their horns wildly. The buildings were plastered with garish posters showing the mangled bodies of women and children and inscribed with the single word: ‘Fascism!’ Down the street a gramophone blared out gaily: ‘I can’t give you anything but love, Baby.’

         I was deposited at the Air France office on the main street and regarded the scene with bewilderment. I asked the way to the best hotel and the clerk told me a mile or so ‘down the road’. It was impossible to get a porter or a taxi. I only had one suitcase and a typewriter, so I started to walk. All the people on the streets were working-class people and everyone was dressed in black: the women wore black cotton dresses and shawls over their heads, and the men black suits and berets. Some of them paused to stare darkly at me and at first I thought it was because I was the only person wearing a hat; then I suddenly realised that the red and yellow bands painted inadvertently on my suitcase were General Franco’s colours.

         A street car came by and I climbed on nervously, but I had to get off at the next stop, for I had no Spanish money and I couldn’t make the conductor understand that by accepting a ten-franc note he was driving a good bargain.

         I finally reached the Hotel Bristol and found it packed. People were even sleeping in armchairs in the lobby. I left my bags and went into the dining room for lunch. The restaurant was crowded with a strange assortment of characters: few of them looked like Spaniards, and I later learned that this was the Valencia backwash – businessmen, agents provocateurs, social workers, spies and racketeers. I asked the waiter if any American or English 7correspondents were staying in the hotel, and he told me Mr Kennedy of the Associated Press was sitting at a table across the room. I sent him a note telling him of my predicament and asking him to help me.

         Mr Kennedy was a tough young American reporter, with an efficiency for which I was deeply thankful. Within an hour he had browbeaten the manager of the hotel into finding me a room, and introduced me to the foreign press chief, who arranged for me to go to Madrid by car in two days’ time.

         I remember pressing Kennedy with questions about the war, and in order to have a place to talk we took a dilapidated carriage and drove around the town. It was pleasant on the outskirts; the crowds thinned out, the Mediterranean stretched peacefully before us, and, in the fields behind, long rows of orange trees glowed in the sun. I was at a loss to understand how much of the general confusion of Valencia was due to the war, how much to the revolution, and how much to Spain.

         ‘All three,’ said Kennedy. ‘God, how I wish I were back in the USA.’

         I told him I thought Spain was exciting and he gave me a sour smile.

         ‘Listen, sister, I’m too fed up with red tape and censorship trouble and not even a healthy American cigarette to smoke or a decent-looking dame to take out to dinner, to think of this any longer as a great big adventure. You’ll learn.’

         I must have looked crestfallen, for a moment later he added: ‘Of course, Madrid isn’t so bad. You get shelled every day and the food’s rotten, but at least there’s something to do besides arguing with a bunch of people who only know how to say mañana. There are lots of correspondents there and you can get out to the front when you want and see some action. Not like this burg; half of them don’t even know there’s a war on.’ 8

         I had noticed that the squares of Valencia were filled with young men of military age who seemed to have nothing better to do than stand in the sunshine picking their teeth. With the war at a critical stage it seemed strange, and Kennedy replied that as Valencia hadn’t yet been attacked (the port had occasionally been shelled from the sea, but that was all), many of the people regarded the war as a local affair confined exclusively to Madrid. We drove past the beach and saw three gendarmes threading their way through the crowds; every now and then they stopped and questioned a group of men and scribbled in their notebooks. Kennedy explained that this was the usual method of rounding up loafers for the army.

         That night we had dinner at the hotel with Captain ‘Pinky’ Griffiss, the American air attaché, and two French aviators known only as ‘Jean’ and ‘Henri’. They were the black sheep of respectable French families.

         Professional pilots were highly paid by the Spanish Government and they had joined up to earn enough money to pay off their gambling debts. They spent the evening regaling us with their exploits at the battle of Guadalajara. I later learned their activities were confined to patrol work over Valencia and the stories purely imaginary. Nevertheless, they were good company and the next day we all went to the bull-fight.

         The bull-ring was in the centre of the town and it shone in the sunshine like a huge half grapefruit. It was noisy and crowded and the air was heavy with sweat and the rich smell of tobacco. There was none of the picturesque elegance of former days, for the crowd was a drab sweep of black, sprinkled with the khaki of the militia.

         The matador, however, wore the traditional tri-cornered hat, the pink stockings and buckled shoes, and an elaborate but shabby blue-brocaded uniform. He received a loud ovation and the show was on. 9

         I had never seen a bull-fight before and the sight of the bull pawing the ground with the blood streaming down his sides was nauseating to me. Most of the time I couldn’t look. The small, dark Spaniard next to me complained loudly but not for the same reason. He explained that the fight was no good because the big bulls were bred in the south, and the south belonged to Franco. ‘Curse the war,’ he grumbled, ‘and look at that matador. He ought to be fighting a cow.’

         The matador was clumsy and the crowd booed; hats and orange peels sailed into the ring. Then a drunken militiaman climbed over the fence, careened into the arena and grabbed the cape from the matador. The latter shouted angrily at him and indignant officials ran out to drag him back. But before they could reach him he gave an expert flip of the cloth and sent the bull charging after them. They fled for the safety of the barrier and the crowd screamed with delight.

         For twenty minutes the militiaman fought the bull. Five times the officials tried to pull him back and five times he sent the animal snorting after them. Suddenly the bull charged him. Its right horn hooked the soldier’s belt and lifted him high in the air. The crowd rose breathless, but the man was unhurt. His belt broke and he went sprawling to the ground while the bull thundered across the ring. This gave the officials their chance to drag him back. He held his trousers up with one hand and protested comically with the other, but he was returned to his seat in the midst of wild applause. Even the disgruntled Spaniard on my right felt he’d had his money’s worth.

         ***

         Early on Monday morning I left for Madrid in a small car packed with boxes of food, sweets and cigarettes. It was driven by a Spanish 10anarchist chauffeur, and the other passengers were an American woman, Mellie Bennett (who worked in the propaganda department), and a Catholic priest.

         I was astonished by the presence of a priest in a community bitterly hostile to the Church, and wondered why he was free. He was an old man, with a sly face and fingers stained yellow by nicotine. We hadn’t driven far before he opened a polite conversation in bad French.

         ‘You, I presume, are an anarchist?’

         ‘No,’ I said.

         ‘A Communist?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘A Trotskyist?’

         Here Mellie Bennett intervened. ‘Tell the old devil to shut up.’

         I was afraid he could understand, but she said she had crossed his track before and he didn’t speak any English. ‘I know the old humbug: he’s a show-piece. He goes around France doing propaganda lectures – saying the priests are well treated in Republican Spain. He’s made a packet.’

         Mellie Bennett had a monkey-like face and wore thick horn-rimmed spectacles. She had a strong provocative personality and I liked her at once. She had come from Moscow, where she had worked for several years on the Moscow Daily News. She had left-wing convictions, but on this particular morning her outlook was sour and she criticised conditions freely.

         ‘Look at this road,’ she said. ‘It ought to be crowded with trucks taking food up to Madrid, but a fat lot the politicians care.’

         The narrow asphalt road wound for miles through a barren, rolling countryside. The railroads that led from the coast to Madrid had been bombed, and now this was the only line of communication linking the capital with the outside world. There were 11few cars on the road and during the whole two hundred miles to Madrid we counted only twenty trucks. This was due partly to lack of petrol, but, as I later learned, also to lack of organisation.

         About a hundred miles from Valencia we stopped at a small village and went into a restaurant for lunch. The room was dark and a frowsy woman in a blue dress flicked dead flies and pieces of bread off the table with a cloth. She gave us an omelette, bread and wine.

         The anarchist chauffeur sat down at the same table and the Catholic priest patted him on the back and said he was a good boy; he had been wounded fighting on the Aragon front. He had a bullet-hole in his thigh and it hadn’t yet healed, but as soon as he was well enough he was going back to the front. Mellie Bennett explained (in English that neither could understand) that he had fought with an anarchist regiment which had gone to war with no officers. Most of them had been wiped out.

         The anarchists were opposed to organisation of any kind. They believed that people, left to themselves, were instinctively good, but that an organised society always resulted in evil. Hence they had gone into battle with no leaders. We soon had an example of this idealistic but impractical creed, for a few miles further along the road we passed a car that had run out of petrol. Our chauffeur stopped and obeyed his good instincts by funnelling off some of our petrol. The result was that an hour later our car gave a nasty cough and we were in the same predicament. Mellie said: ‘Now, do you understand the philosophy? We simply wait for another anarchist to come along.’

         We sat by the roadside in the hot sun for nearly an hour. A ‘comrade’ finally appeared, gave us some petrol and once more we were on our way.

         The priest was consumed with curiosity about my political faith and once again made an attempt to tabulate my views. This 12time he tried to wheedle them out. ‘Perhaps you have, let us say, Trotskyist leanings? It is impossible to be nothing; no one comes to Spain without an idée fixe …’

         Mellie cut into his conversation again and he finally lapsed into silence.

         About forty miles from Madrid we were stopped by sentries who told us we would have to branch off on a side road and swing around by the village of Alcala de Henares. The main road to Madrid was under enemy fire from this point on. It was growing dark and we were warned to be careful about our lights. The country roads were bad, but fortunately there was a new moon which helped a little.

         At nine o’ clock we swung down the Gran Via, Madrid’s main thoroughfare. The city was blacked out and the streets were deserted and still. The silence was oppressive and there was a strange atmosphere of foreboding. Suddenly the quiet was broken by the distant rumble of artillery. I had never heard the sound of war before and my heart beat fast.

         The others were unperturbed, and when we reached the Hotel Florida, Mellie went inside to get a porter to carry out the food. While she was gone the priest bent down quickly, slit open one of the packages with a penknife and stole three packages of Chesterfield cigarettes. He smiled at me, put a yellow-stained finger over his lips, and said: ‘Shhh!’
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            High Explosives

         

         My room, on the fifth floor of the Hotel Florida, stamped me as an amateur: knowledgeable people lived as close to the ground as possible as a precaution against aerial bombs. The hotel was crowded, however, so the best the manager could do was to switch me to a large outside room on the fourth floor; but this, too, had its disadvantages. It faced a broad square and overlooked a jumble of grey roof-tops that dwindled into a distant landscape of rolling green hills. And these hills belonged to the enemy. Although this placed me in the direct line of shell-fire, the desk clerk refused to let me move. He said the inside rooms were dark and stuffy, and, besides, the hotel was not a military objective, so if a shell went through my room it would only be a mistake.

         Madrid, dark and gloomy at night, was transformed into a new world with the daylight. The sun was shining and the air resounded with the clatter of humdrum business. I leaned out of the window to find the square thronged with people. Khaki-clad militiamen with red ties around their necks threaded their way into a café across the street, while black-shawled housewives with children tagging after them hurried off to do the day’s marketing. A trio of peroxide blondes swayed along the rough pavement on high-heeled shoes to the intense interest of a group of young men in dark blue berets who stood in the sun prodding their teeth with toothpicks. Donkey-carts rumbled across the cobblestones, newspaper-sellers shouted their wares, and from a movie house half a block away came a lively melody from Al Jolson’s Casino de Paris. For a city subjected to daily bombardments, Madrid seemed 14as unreal as a huge movie set swarming with extras ready to play a part.

         The telephone rang with a message from Sefton (Tom) Delmer of the London Daily Express, who offered to show me the sights of Madrid. I had often heard of Tom, who was noted for his quick wit and had the reputation of being one of the shrewdest journalists in Europe. He was a large bulk of a man with a smiling face. He greeted me by asking hopefully if I had brought any food from France. The fact that I hadn’t I soon realised was an unforgivable oversight.

         We strolled down the streets and Tom told me he had covered the war on the Nationalist side until he made the mistake of writing the story of Knickerbocker’s trip to Burgos. The latter’s plane had been mistaken for an enemy machine and fired upon by anti-aircraft guns. Tom pointed out in his story that Knickerbocker had been unaware of the episode until he was informed of it by the aerodrome authorities. The Nationalists claimed this was an attempt to cast reflection on their anti-aircraft defences and Tom was thereby expelled. Since then he had been covering the news from Madrid: ‘All Spaniards are mad,’ he said, ‘but the people over here are less dangerous to England.’

         We walked along the main streets and passed dozens of holes blasted out of the pavements where shells had fallen; many buildings bore jagged wounds, and on the Castellana a huge stone lion stared gloomily into space as though it knew its nose had been chipped off by shrapnel.

         There was a good deal of traffic on the streets. Ministry of War cars, evacuation lorries, bicycles and ambulances all raced past us, and once a despatch rider on a motorcycle roared by headed for the front. Parked on a side street we saw a brown and green camouflaged truck bearing proud white letters that said: ‘Captured from the enemy at Guadalajara’. 15

         At many of the corners stone barricades were erected across the streets – barricades that had been built in November when Franco boasted that his generals would soon be drinking in the Puerta del Sol. ‘If Franco takes Madrid,’ said the people, ‘he’ll have to fight for it inch by inch.’

         And yet the atmosphere of the city was not one of war. Although it had become transformed into a village behind the front, bombs and shells had been unable to erase the daily routine of life. It was this that lent the city its curious air of theatre. Bright yellow tram-cars rattled peacefully down the avenues; shop windows displayed Schiaparelli perfume, silver fox furs, jewellery, gloves and ladies’ hand-made shoes; movie houses advertised Greta Garbo in Anna Karenina and the Marx Brothers in A Night at the Opera. A store on the Gran Via held a gala exhibition of war posters; they were ultra-modern posters, screaming out in reds, oranges and blues for the people of Spain to defend the Republic against Fascism. There was a small jagged hole in the ceiling where a shell had come through; beside it a card had been tacked: ‘Art as practised by General Franco’.

         The shell-holes, the camouflaged trucks and the stone barricades seemed as unreal as stage props; the sun was too warm, the people too nonchalant for war. Only the queue lines carried a sense of tragedy. On a side street a procession of women and children were lined up before a grocery store, with empty baskets over their arms. Some leaned wearily against the building, others sat on the curb staring into space with a strange Oriental impassiveness. All over Madrid these queue lines were formed. The city’s main diet was beans, bread and rice, but food was so scarce that only a limited number could be served. Tom said that often the lines waited from midnight till noon the next day.

         We crossed the Puerta del Sol and Tom stopped at a small shop to look at some cavalry cloaks which he was thinking of taking 16back to England as presents. We had to step over an old peddler woman who was selling red and black anarchist ties and small tin ornaments made in the shapes of tanks and aeroplanes which she had carefully spread over the pavement.

         The proprietor welcomed Tom warmly and brought out an assortment of capes of different lengths and cuts with a variety of brightly coloured linings. They discussed them for some time and Tom decided to come back again. When we said goodbye he asked the proprietor how his business was going and the man sighed and shook his head: ‘It is very difficult, Señor. There are so few gentlemen left in Madrid.’ Outside, Tom said: ‘It is obvious where his sympathies lie.’

         As we were walking down the Gran Via on the way back to the hotel I asked Tom how often the city was shelled, and he stopped and looked meditatively at his watch. ‘It’s past noon now. They usually drop a few before lunch.’ Scarcely a moment later I heard a noise like the sound of cloth ripping. It was gentle at first, then it grew into a hiss; there was a split second of silence, followed by a bang as a shell hurtled into the white stone telephone building at the end of the street. Bricks and timber crashed to the ground and dust rose up in a billow. A second shell plunged into the pavement thirty yards away and a third hit a wooden block of flats on a corner. Everyone started running, scattering into vestibules and doorways, like pieces of paper blown by a sudden gust of wind.

         Tom and I took cover in a perfume shop and the explosions continued one every minute. My heart pounded uncertainly; the crash of falling bricks and breaking glass and the thick dust that rose up to blot out the sunshine seemed like some fearful Bible plague tuned up and mechanised for the twentieth-century appetite. The proprietress of the shop, however, appeared to be far more concerned with the preservation of property than possible death. 17She hastily began removing the perfume bottles from the window and laid them in neat rows on the floor. With each explosion she broke into a fresh flow of expletives. Tom explained she was afraid the windows would break. And glass, she said, was very dear.

         The bombardment lasted about half an hour. When it was over we walked down the street: the pavements were strewn with bricks and shrapnel and a telephone pole leaned drunkenly across one of the buildings, the wires hanging down like streamers. The second floor of a hat shop had a gaping hole and at the corner an automobile was a twisted mass of steel. Nearby, the pavement was spattered with blood where two women had been killed.

         Desolation hung over the thoroughfare, but the loudspeaker was still screaming a tune from the Casino de Paris. Trucks rolled up and men got out and began to clear up the debris, the music ringing in their ears as they worked. Groups of people gathered on the corners and little boys ran out to collect pieces of shrapnel as souvenirs, newspaper-sellers drifted back to their boxes, the bootblacks called for customers and the shopkeepers rearranged their wares. Two hours later the rubble was in neat piles along the curb. Automobiles hooted their way over the cobblestones, and once again people sauntered arm-in-arm in the sunshine. That, I learned, was Madrid. Mr Hyde had vanished and Dr Jekyll once more had control of the city.

         I had never before felt the sort of fear that sends the blood racing through your veins. As intense an emotion as it was, I was surprised to find that with the passing of danger it disappeared so completely it was difficult even to recall the sensation. More curious still, it left no hangover of apprehension. In between bombardments you literally forgot about them. Why this was I don’t know; nature, I suppose, taking its course. At any rate, the whine of a shell never failed to come as an utter surprise, and, to my way of thinking, a very nasty one at that. I greatly admired the 18indifference, often bordering on nonchalance, with which the Spaniards accepted these bombardments.

         Strategically, Madrid was a third-line trench and the population had received their training. Civilian ears had become so acute that the ordinary man or woman could judge the proximity of a shell by the sound of the whistle. When shells fell at four- or five-minute intervals it indicated that only one battery was firing and there was always ‘a safe side’ of the street. But if the explosions came fast it meant a cross fire – then there was nothing to do but take cover and trust to luck. During innumerable shellings I never once saw a sign of panic. People conducted themselves as coolly as trained soldiers; narrow escapes became so much a part of daily life they were not even major topics of conversation.

         I soon discovered that food was much more of a preoccupation than danger. Occasionally, when a donkey-cart, filled with lettuces or bread, moved through the streets, a crowd gathered and tagged it breathlessly to its destination. In spite of this terrible shortage of essentials, the cognac and gin supplies had held up well and every afternoon the cafés were crowded. One of the most popular cafés was on the Puerta del Sol. A bomb had gone through the top of the building and you could see chunks of sky through the roof, but the ground floor did a thriving business.

         The two gayest meeting places, however, were the once fashionable Chicote’s and Molinero’s. Although these cafés were on the Gran Via, the most frequently bombarded street in Madrid, every afternoon they were crowded with soldiers with guns dangling from their hips and platinum blondes whose hair was growing out very black due to the fact that all the peroxide had been confiscated by the hospitals.

         At Molinero’s you found a last lingering badge of class-conscious Spain. The waiters were the same waiters who used to serve the 19wealthy Madrileños, and they were dressed in the conventional uniform of black suit and white shirt. Some pushed their way through the noisy, singing throngs with obvious disdain; others took advantage of the camarada spirit and served you with unshaven faces and cigarettes hanging from their mouths.

         The owners of Chicote’s and Molinero’s and most of the big shops and hotels had either been shot, were in gaol, or had fled from the city. Their concerns had been taken over by the Trades Unions and many were run collectively by the employees. Palaces and country villas were used as ministries and headquarters. Often journalists went to get their permits from officials in sweaters and leather jackets, reclining in sixteenth-century chairs in rooms with carved walls and priceless tapestries. More than once interviews were brought to a halt while the ‘comrade’ proudly insisted upon your making an inspection of the books and paintings, and even the statues in the garden.

         During those first few days in Madrid, it all seemed like a strange carnival to me. It was only at night when the capital was swallowed up in a suffocating darkness that the atmosphere took on a note of grim reality. The buildings jutted up so blackly the sky looked almost white, and as you threaded your way along the pavement, guards moved noiselessly out of the doorways and asked to examine your credentials.

         Everything was deserted and still. The only noise was a distant one: the noise of fighting on the Casa del Campo, a mile and a half away. You could hear the dull thud of trench mortars like far-off thunder, and the thin crack of rifles like sheets snapping in the wind. And as you walked through the night, stumbling over shell-holes, you wondered whether this was just the beginning and how long it would be before the lights went out somewhere else.
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            The Press

         

         The foreign journalists gathered for lunch and dinner in a basement restaurant on the Gran Via, the only restaurant open in the whole of Madrid. It was run by the Government and had a restricted clientele made up mostly of officials, police agents, army officers and prostitutes.

         The room was always noisy and crowded and blue with smoke. Once during a bombardment a group of militia raised their wine glasses and toasted each crash with shouts and bursts of song. When a six-inch shell smashed through the pavement in front of the door, twisting the steel frame of the awning, the waiter drew a tumult of applause by offering everyone a drink on the house.

         The door of the restaurant was heavily guarded by armed sentries, and often I saw women crying and begging to be let in, but no one was allowed to enter without an official pass.

         Once inside, the food was meagre and at times scarcely eatable. The routine menu was salami and a plate of rice for luncheon, more salami and a plate of beans for supper. Once we had a three-day run of eggs, but they had a queer taste and word spread around quickly that they were bombed eggs from Cordoba. Exactly what shape a bombed egg took on I never discovered.

         We always left the restaurant hungry, and although I’d never experienced discomfort from lack of food before, our lot was so much better than the average Spaniard’s that we seldom passed through the guarded door without a guilty feeling, as though we had no right to be there. 21

         Some of the journalists had managed to bring in food supplies from France, and Tom Delmer’s sitting room in the Hotel Florida became a popular meeting place. Tom had equipped the room with electric burners and chafing dishes. A ham was suspended from a coat-hanger on the cupboard door and the table was littered with crackers and sardine tins. Every night from eleven on, the press gathered: there was Herbert Matthews of the New York Times: Ernest Hemingway of North American Newspaper Alliance; ‘Hank’ Gorrell of the United Press; Thomas Loyetha of the International News Service; Martha Gellhorn of Collier’s; George and Helen Seldes, Josephine Herbst, and many others. Although the food was distributed gingerly, there was always plenty of beer and whisky and the gatherings seldom broke up before the early hours of the morning.

         When the room got hot Tom used to switch out the lights and open the windows. He often turned on the gramophone and played Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. Between the chords of music we could hear the distant rumble of artillery; it was always a strange mixture.

         Tom’s parties came to an abrupt end when a shell plunged into his room and turned the chafing dishes and furniture into pulverised debris. Fortunately no one was there at the time. I came into the hotel lobby shortly afterwards and found the hotel manager sitting at his desk, poring over his accounts as though nothing had happened. When I asked him what damage had been done, he regarded me coldly and denied the hotel had been hit. Only a gas main had broken, he said. Although the gaping hole in Tom’s room was there for everyone to see, he stubbornly clung to his story for fear his guests would grow alarmed and leave.

         One guest did leave. He was a nameless American aviator who had come to Madrid on a few days’ leave. He was in the corridor 22near the room when the shell hit and was knocked down by the blast. He was a little tipsy anyway, and came swaying down the stairs, shouting: ‘A fine type of relaxation. For fun, I’ll do my own bombing!’

         
            ***

         

         The newspaper men filed their stories each night from the Telephone Building on the Gran Via. It was the tallest building in Madrid and from the top floor you could see the Casa del Campo and the University City battlefields. As it was frequently used as an observation post, it was a legitimate military objective, and during the time I was in Madrid received over eighty direct hits. The building was made of steel and concrete, however, and the walls proved too solid for six-inch explosives, so little damage was done. Once a three-inch shell made a hole in the roof of the telephone room, but none of the operators was hurt.

         All newspaper stories were telephoned to London and Paris and from there cabled on to various parts of the world. There was a good deal of competition between the agencies as to who got the first call through. As there were only two outside lines it sometimes took four or five hours to establish connections. The majority of special correspondents were working for morning papers, which meant that the greatest rush came at nine o’ clock in the evening; there were several cots in the telephone room, and some of them went to sleep there until their ‘urgents’ came through.

         All stories had to be submitted to the censor and each page approved by an official stamp. When they were read over the telephone an operator sat beside the journalist ready to cut the line if anything was inserted not included in the approved copy. There were frequent attempts ‘to beat the censor’ by employing American slang expressions, but this came to an end when a Canadian girl 23joined the staff. The International Brigades were not allowed to be publicised; no reference could be made to Russian armaments; and buildings and streets which suffered bombardments could not be identified.

         It was only in the realm of the human interest story that the journalists had a free hand. They could describe bombardments to their hearts’ content. It was dramatic to sit in the darkened room at night and listen to versions of the day’s news being sent over the wires in German, French, Spanish and English, to be relayed to the most remote corners of the earth. The despatches were always varied, for some described the bombardments with indifference and others with fevered intensity. I began to realise that much depended on where the writer had been when the shells fell. In the darkness of the beleaguered capital it seemed odd to think of the telephone wires running through the misery of Spain into the free fields of France and across the Channel to the sleepy peace of London. After listening to some particularly moving eye-witness account, I was usually jerked back to reality by a journalist shouting, ‘Ne coupez pas, Madame. Listen, Eddie, how about sending some more dough …?

         ***

         I was not covering daily news so I worked out an outline for a series of articles. One of the first things I wanted to do was to go to the front. Now this was not difficult. Although journalists were supposed to get a proper authorisation, few of the Spanish sentries could read and almost any bit of paper (no matter how far out of date) would do. When you wanted to go to the front, you just got into a car and went.

         The most convenient front, however, ran through the Casa del Campo and the University City, only two miles from the main 24shopping district of Madrid. You took a tram halfway, walked the other half, and you were there. The two armies had been stalemated at this point ever since the previous November, when the Republican International Brigades had halted the Franco advance and at the eleventh hour saved Madrid. Neither side had been able to dislodge the other and for the past five months the soldiers had sat in opposite trenches, breaking the monotony by machine-gunning each other and lobbing grenades and mortars back and forth.

         I didn’t have to wait long for an opportunity to visit the Casa del Campo. A few days after I arrived in Madrid I met Professor J. B. S. Haldane, an English scientist and former don at Cambridge University, who was lunching at the Gran Via restaurant. ‘Think I’ll hop down to the battlefield and have a look round,’ he said casually. ‘Do you want to come?’

         An hour later I found myself walking along a street on the outskirts of the city. The Professor cut an eccentric figure in a pair of breeches too tight for him and a tin hat with a broken chin-strap, left over from the Great War, which he’d brought from England. As it was the only tin hat in the whole of Republican Spain, it attracted a good deal of attention from passers-by, and twice sentries saluted us respectfully, obviously impressed. Although Haldane had come to Spain to advise the Government on antidotes for gas, he liked to pass himself off as a joke character. When anyone asked what he was doing in Madrid, he always replied, ‘Just a spectator from England. Enjoyed the last war so much I thought I’d come to Spain for a holiday.’

         We walked down a long avenue with stone barricades built across the intersections. Guards in sweaters and corduroy trousers, with rifles propped up beside them, said Salud and asked to see our passes. Most of them could not read, and some even held the 25papers upside down, but they all studied them with knitted brows, raised a clenched fist in the Popular Front salute, and let us pass.

         At the end of the avenue the streets grew desolate and blocks of houses were gutted and empty. Some had only the frames standing where bombs had plunged through the middle; others looked like stage sets with whole fronts ripped off. High up on one was a table all set for dinner, napkins in place, chairs pulled up, but for a wall it had only a piece of blue sky.

         It was ghostly and sad with the wind whistling through the window frames, and doors high above banging back and forth on empty caverns, but the Professor’s spirits were high. He was just remarking on how fine the weather was when there was a loud whistle. A shell hit the brick house on the corner and another plunged into the pavement. We stumbled into a doorway and stood against a dark wall while several more passed overhead. After a few minutes the Professor decided it was safe to continue. ‘Anyway,’ he added, with all the disdain of the World War veteran, ‘they are only little shells, so come along.’

         My confidence in the Professor was shaky. I thought he was making too light of the situation, and the prospect of the front was growing more alarming every minute. However, at this stage there seemed little else to do but follow.

         The communication trenches started at the park at the end of the street. They were narrow, dirt trenches with a row of sandbags at the top. As they were only five feet high we had to bend down to keep under cover. The lines twisted and curved through the fields and as we crawled along, the mud slopping over our shoes, the guns grew louder. Bullets passed over our heads with an angry ring, some of them hitting the sides of the parapet with staccato cracks. From somewhere to the right was the rumble of artillery and the dull thud of mortars. 26

         The Professor called out to me cheerfully and asked how I liked it. I said, not much, and he seemed to resent this, for he yelled back that in the last war women were not allowed within six miles of the front lines. ‘You ought to be grateful for the privilege,’ he shouted.

         Suddenly the trench turned and we found ourselves in the front line. Long streams of soldiers were firing through the openings in the sandbags. Their faces were unshaven and their jackets and khaki trousers were smeared with grease and mud. Some looked not more than sixteen or seventeen years old.

         I should think we must have been a strange pair, but they didn’t seem surprised to see us. They smiled warmly and the greeting Salud echoed up the line. One of them put down his rifle and pulled out a wooden box for me to sit on. Another, with a hand in a dirty bandage, offered us a package of dark brown cigarettes; then they all talked at once in eager Spanish. I couldn’t understand, but it didn’t matter, for someone suddenly opened up with an ear-splitting rattle of machine-gun fire. I put my hands over my ears and wondered how anyone ever got used to the noise.

         One of the soldiers handed me a rifle and asked if I did not want to take a shot at los facciosos, and then a young boy with pink cheeks and large brown eyes stepped up and held a periscope over the trench so I could see the enemy lines. They were a jumble of stones and grass only fifty yards away. On the no-man’s land in between lay three twisted bodies.

         ‘Los muertos nuestros,’ the boy said softly.

         The Professor squinted through the sandbags but said he didn’t like the view. He explained that he wanted to get a look at the Clinico (a building in which the enemy was entrenched) and that we could probably see better from another position, so once again we started crawling along the line. There were forks to the 27right and left, and once he called out that he hadn’t the foggiest idea where we were. ‘Hope we don’t land up with the Fascists,’ he said cheerfully, and just then the trench came to an abrupt halt. Directly ahead was a small green slope.

         Haldane scratched his head and said that in his opinion the other side of the hill ought to prove a better vantage point; but he didn’t know what was on the other side and therefore might be wrong. Stray bullets were passing overhead and I refused to move until he found where he was going. As there was nobody in sight, I admit it offered a problem; nevertheless, I was unprepared for the Professor’s quick solution. ‘You wait here,’ he said, and before I could stop him he ran up the slope and disappeared down the other side.

         I stood alone in the trench and wondered why I had ever come to Spain. I could hear the long swish of shells overhead and the explosions as they fell in the distance. Bullets whined past and I ducked my head again and again, although I’d been carefully instructed that when you hear the whine, you’re safe.

         The sun had gone behind a cloud and it was getting cold. I looked up and down the deserted line and wondered if the Professor would ever find his way back. Suddenly there was an explosion and twenty yards in front of me the earth shot up in a fountain. I went down on the ground as dirt and stones sprayed the air. When I found I was still intact I got up and tried to wipe the mud off my clothes with a handkerchief. Just then I heard someone whistling a tune and I looked up to see an officer approaching. He was a jaunty little man with a forage cap tilted over one eye. He spoke Spanish, but, when I said I couldn’t understand, broke into a jumble of French.

         ‘This is no place to stand, Mademoiselle. They are throwing trench mortars.’ 28

         I told him he’d never spoken a truer word and explained my predicament. He laughed and told me to follow him. ‘Don’t worry: I’ll find your friend – dead or alive.’

         He helped me over the slippery places with the air of a great cavalier and took my hand when we crawled through two dark tunnels; at last we came to a clearing. To the right of it was a white shack surrounded by trees and bushes and protected by a small hill.

         The room inside was crowded with soldiers. The blinds were drawn and the only light was a feeble bulb suspended from the ceiling. The lieutenant explained that I was an American writer who’d got lost in the trenches, and told them to look after me while he tried to find my friend. The soldiers grinned and all talked at once in Spanish I couldn’t understand. There was a small burner in the middle of the room, and one of them pulled a chair up and motioned me to dry myself beside the fire. I took off my shoes and someone wiped them with a rag. Another soldier pushed his way through the group and offered me a piece of stale bread; the others laughed and explained with empty hands it was all they had to offer.

         Half an hour later the lieutenant reappeared and said he had found the Professor. While I was shaking hands all round they told the lieutenant to apologise for the poor hospitality, and one of them asked if I were going to write about them in an article. When I nodded, a tall soldier standing near the door, obviously an accepted wit, said to be sure to say that they liked fighting Fascists a good deal better than their grandfathers had liked fighting Americans. And did I think the United States would send some guns and planes to show what a fine new friendship it had turned out to be? Everybody laughed and I followed the lieutenant out of the door amid a farewell of Salud. 29

         Once again we crawled through the trenches and finally came to a small dug-out. Inside, two soldiers were lying on a cot eating rice from a battered tin plate; a wireless operator sat at a wooden table with earphones on his head, and in the middle, crouched on a low wooden stool drinking a bottle of wine, was the Professor. ‘Hullo,’ he said affably, ‘where have you been hiding?’

         He seemed to take my reappearance for granted and enthusiastically described the splendid view he had had of the Clinico. Apparently, for him, at any rate, the trip had been a great success.

         The lieutenant led us through the communicating lines and finally set us on our way down the avenue. Before he said goodbye, he drew a bottle of gin from his pocket, gave the Professor a swig, then took one himself. With a parting salute, he disappeared back into the trenches again, whistling as he went.
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            Life in Madrid

         

         On looking back, I suppose Madrid was closer to being ‘gay’ that April than at any other period of the war. The Republicans had taken great heart at their Guadalajara victory, and now regarded the future with a robust optimism. They talked in terms of large-scale offensives and of the peace they would impose at the end of the war. Even to an inexperienced military observer like myself, all this seemed premature, but faith in victory had become a fierce necessity to soldiers and civilians who had suffered much during the cold winter months.

         Now the spring had come to dry the ground and warm the houses, and the people had gathered new strength. The daily bombardments of Madrid had become a routine matter; it was always quiet at siesta time and the capital was seldom shelled at night. (For some unknown reason, after the first seven or eight months of the war, Madrid proper was never again bombed from the air.) There was an average of approximately fifty or sixty casualties a day, but as there were nearly a million inhabitants, proportionately this was not high.

         As I have said before, the worst phase of Madrid life was the shortage of food. Although many of the surrounding villages were well supplied with vegetables, eggs and milk, there was no proper organisation for transporting food into the capital. Several times I saw crowds running after food-trucks, shouting at the drivers and imploring them to stop. And more than once people tried to storm the heavily guarded doors of the Gran Via restaurant. 31

         I remember a scene in the restaurant when the Duchess of Atholl, a member of the House of Commons, visited Madrid. The manager had somehow managed to get a chicken which he served Her Grace for lunch. After she had left, one of the anarchists upbraided him fiercely for showing ‘class distinction’. A group gathered around and the argument became many-sided.

         ‘While the people starve, the Duchess eats chicken.’

         ‘But, camarada, she is powerful in England and she is a friend of the Republic.’

         ‘Then let her go hungry so that she can tell them better how we live. If she were not a Duchess, you would have given her rice.’

         The manager was in danger of being denounced as a Fifth Columnist and he persisted heatedly, ‘I am not interested in whether or not she is a Duchess. She is a friend. There can be nothing wrong in making an impression for the sake of the cause.’

         The argument went on for some time until one of the journalists stepped in as a mediator, and the group dispersed. But that night the Duchess ate the ordinary fare of salami and rice.

         ***

         The war atmosphere in Madrid was confusing to the newcomer. Although all the propaganda was concentrated on the German and Italian invasion of Spain, rather than on the class issue, the character of Madrid was distinctly revolutionary. Apart from a handful of Government officials, Madrid was proletarian with a vengeance. Almost without exception, members of the upper and middle classes had sided with General Franco. Many, of course, had been unable to escape from Republican territory and were in hiding; others were in gaol or had been shot. The hotels and cafés were run by the waiters and employees. All businesses and shops had been taken over by the Government and the profits 32confiscated for the prosecution of the war. Only a few proprietors were allowed to continue the direction of their firms and they were paid a weekly salary. Naturally, enormous disorganisation had resulted in this upheaval and the problem of internal re-orientation was almost as great as waging the war.

         The Communists were by far the most powerfully organised party in Spain and their influence was widely felt. Although they declared vehemently that they were fighting to re-establish the Republic, I found this difficult to believe. Anyone who really did believe in a republic and was hostile to a dictatorship of the proletariat was instantly branded as Fascist. The fact that I was not a Communist immediately stamped me as suspect. Although at that time they had orders from Moscow to support the democracies against the Fascists, their efforts were entirely spent on spreading the Marxist doctrine. For this reason they insisted fiercely on the system of political commissars in the army in order that they might convert many of the men.

         Certainly many Spaniards were not in sympathy with the extreme Left. The petits bourgeois, whose small properties had been confiscated, could not be counted as loyal supporters; neither could the deeply religious people, even among the poor. I remember one day Thomas Loyetha, the International News Service correspondent, taking Tom Delmer and me to a small flat for lunch, which was kept by a middle-aged Spanish woman, who, before the war, had been a procuress. Since all the wealthy young men were on the Franco side, her livelihood had fallen off, and now she earned a few pesetas as a cook. Somehow she always managed to get hold of a few chickens and once a week Loyetha went there for a really good meal. During lunch she showed us a small cupboard in which several crucifixes were hidden. She said that when the bombardments came she took them out and prayed. There was little doubt where 33her sympathies lay, and if the crucifixes had been discovered by the police she would have been imprisoned if not shot.

         I also remember the surprise I had when I visited one of the gaols in Madrid. It was inside a hastily converted monastery. When I walked in I found the anarchist warden seated behind a huge oak desk with a background of dark red tapestries, hung with pictures of the Virgin. He led me through long corridors, with small rooms on either side, crowded with men. Some of the prisoners were scrubbing floors, others were wandering aimlessly along the corridors, and still others were standing in groups, talking and smoking. Most of them were ordinary working-class people, and it was then that I realised how deep the political cleavage had gone. Indeed, these people and the small middle-class proprietors were the section from which the executioner had taken the heaviest toll, for the aristocrats, through money and influence, had managed to bribe their way out and the majority escaped.

         For this reason Republican propaganda was directed almost entirely against the foreign invader, and many Spaniards who varied on the class issue rallied to the call of the great posters picturing a peasant’s foot crushing the iron swastika with the words: ‘Madrid shall be the tomb of Fascism’.

         Madrid was under strict martial law and on the whole life was orderly. Sometimes one of the soldiers who thronged into Chicote’s bar in the afternoon drank too much and the air resounded with revolver shots, and occasionally the police reminded people of the blackout restrictions by shooting up at rooms whose lights were showing. Martha Gellhorn went back to the hotel one night to find a neat round bullet-hole in her window because the maid had forgotten to draw the curtains.

         The city’s streets were deserted at night and sentries were posted at the barricades on the corners. You could wander about 34without being molested, but if you rode in a car you had to know the password. When Tom Delmer first arrived he was not familiar with this regulation, and drove through the streets in a car with another journalist. A sentry accosted the pair: ‘Halt! Who goes there?’, and asked for the password with the sentence, ‘Where are we going?’ The answer was ‘To Victory.’ But Tom replied: ‘To the British Embassy,’ with the result that they achieved neither one, for they were promptly taken to headquarters for questioning.

         Madrid was honeycombed with Fifth Columnists and spies, and the Republicans had a large secret police force working to combat the leakage of information. Dossiers were kept on thousands of suspects, including the entire foreign press, and garish posters pasted on the buildings warned the population of the dangers of spies even among friends. A favourite poster showed a green-faced man with a hand cupped to his ear and in front of him a señorita with fingers raised to her red lips, saying: ‘Sh! Comrades, not a word to brothers or friends or sweethearts!’

         None of us knew the full activities of the secret police or what went on behind the prison walls of Madrid. There is no doubt, however, that the Government was waging a desperate struggle against Fifth Columnists who were supplying the enemy with a steady stream of information by radio and courier. There is no doubt, either, that many thousands of innocent persons were dragged from their beds and shot without trial.

         Although I never witnessed any ‘atrocities’ myself, there is one episode that stands out in my mind. I was having lunch at the Gran Via restaurant with Ernest Hemingway and Josephine Herbst when a bombardment started. Shells were dropping on the street outside the café and it was impossible to leave, so we sat lingering over our coffee. At the next table I noticed a fastidious-looking man dressed from head to toe in dove grey. He had the 35high forehead and long fingers of the intellectual and wore horn-rimmed spectacles which added to his thoughtful appearance.

         ‘That,’ said Hemingway, ‘is the chief executioner of Madrid.’

         Ernest invited him to join us and he accepted on the condition we would allow him to buy us a carafe of wine. His manner was ingratiating to the point of sycophancy, but I shall never forget the look in his bright, marble-brown eyes. Perhaps it was my imagination, but to me they mirrored all the traditional sadism of Spain. Hemingway was passionately interested in details of death and soon was pressing the man with questions.

         ‘Have many people died in Madrid?’

         ‘A revolution is always hasty.’

         ‘And have there been many mistakes?’

         ‘Mistakes? It is only human to err.’

         ‘And the mistakes – how did they die?’

         ‘On the whole, considering they were mistakes,’ he said meditatively, ‘very well indeed; in fact, magnifico!’ It was the way he said it that sent a shiver down my spine. His voice rose on the last word to a note of rapture and his eyes gleamed with relish. He reached out for the carafe of wine and filled my glass. It gurgled into the tumbler, thick and red, and I could only think of blood.

         When we got out of the restaurant, Hemingway said: ‘A chic type, eh? Now remember, he’s mine.’ When I read his play, The Fifth Column, many months later, I was not surprised to find the following lines:

         
            Philip: And, Antonio. Sometimes there must have been mistakes, eh? When you had to work in a hurry, perhaps. Or you know, just mistakes, we all make mistakes. I just made a little one yesterday. Tell me, Antonio, were there ever any mistakes? 36

            Antonio: Oh, yes. Certainly. Mistakes. Oh, yes. Mistakes. Yes. Yes. Very regrettable mistakes. A very few.

            Philip: And how did the mistakes die?

            Antonio (proudly): All very well.

         

         Hemingway was greatly admired in Spain and known to everyone as ‘Pop’. He was a massive, ruddy-cheeked man who went around Madrid in a pair of filthy brown trousers and a torn blue shirt. ‘They’re all I brought with me,’ he would mumble apologetically. ‘Even the anarchists are getting disdainful.’ Although he had been wounded four times in the World War, the trenches had a fascination for him. On days when the front was quiet, he used to prowl around trying to borrow cartridges to go out to the country and shoot rabbits.

         His room on the second floor of the Florida shared honours with Tom Delmer’s suite as a meeting place for a strange assortment of characters. I don’t suppose any hotel in the world has ever attracted a more diverse assembly of foreigners. They came from all parts of the globe and their backgrounds read like a series of improbable adventure stories. There were idealists and mercenaries; scoundrels and martyrs; adventurers and embusqués; fanatics, traitors and plain down-and-outs. They were like an odd assortment of beads strung together on a common thread of war. Any evening you could find them in the Florida: Dutch photographers, American airmen, German refugees, English ambulance drivers, Spanish picadors, and Communists of every breed and nationality.

         Hemingway’s room was presided over by Sydney Franklin, a tough young American bull-fighter. He had often fought in the bull-rings of Spain and had a collection of rings and heavily embossed cigarette-cases which had been presented to him by various fans. When I asked him how he had happened to come to 37Madrid, he said: ‘Well, see, one day Ernest rings me up and says, “—’lo, kid, want to go to the war in Spain?” and I says, “Sure, Pop. Which side we on?”’

         Then there was Lolita, a Spanish prostitute, with a round, innocent face, who, temporarily at least, was the mistress of a member of the secret police. Whenever he quarrelled with her he had her arrested and sent off to gaol for a few days, which always resulted in fearful agitation to get her out again. And there was Kajsa, a Swedish girl who dressed in men’s clothes and wore her hair in a Greta Garbo bob. She had held jobs all over Europe ranging from governess to tourist guide, and had finally wound up in Barcelona as a marathon dancer. On the twelfth day of the dance war broke out and she went to the front as a nurse. She spoke seven languages fluently and her talents finally had been employed by the Press Bureau, who appointed her as a semi-official interpreter for the foreign journalists.

         The extraordinary personalities which became part of our daily life all held decided opinions, and there were endless and fierce discussions on the issues of the day. The Communist ‘intellectuals’ provided a cosmopolitan atmosphere, for their activities were not confined to Spain. The world was their battlefield and the political evolutions of Léon Blum, Neville Chamberlain and Franklin Roosevelt were of more interest to them than the immediate leadership of Largo Caballero.

         Of all the Communists, Claud Cockburn, who wrote under the name of Frank Pitcairn for the London Daily Worker, was the best raconteur. He had a wealth of ‘inside’ stories dealing with banking scandals, international conspiracies and corrupt politicians. The world I had always found so innocent suddenly became alive with hideous melodrama, and for hours I sat enthralled. The solution for all panaceas lay, of course, in the theory of dialectical 38materialism. I was surprised to find that so ardent a champion of Marx had never visited the Soviet Union, but Claud explained it by saying: ‘Russia is fixed; I am not interested in watching revolutions; my job is making them.’ Most of the Communists were confident that the world uprising was not far distant. Fascism, they declared, would put the issue to a test and out of the chaos of a world conflagration the workers would rise.

         Few of us went to bed before the early hours of the morning. We rose late and did most of our work in the afternoon. Martha Gellhorn was writing articles for Collier’s, so we often visited prisons and hospitals together, collecting data and interviewing officials. On looking back over the meagre notes I kept, I find a few paragraphs marked ‘Sunday, April 11th’, which was perhaps a routine day. Here it is:

         
            Woke up at eight o’ clock starved from lack of food. Went downstairs to the lobby and found George and Helen Seldes talking to a newly arrived journalist who had a package of butter and honey. George had some tea, so I quickly attached myself to the party; we went upstairs and ate a luxurious breakfast.

            About eleven, walked down to the Puerta del Sol with Tom Delmer, who wanted to buy some wine, but instead got caught in the middle of a bombardment. I thought it was our guns that were firing until everyone started running for cover. The only people who refused to move were the women standing in a queue line outside a bread shop. I suppose a quick death is preferable to starvation.

            We started home but my shoe hurt, and instead of going around the long way we walked down the Gran Via, which was a very foolish thing to do as the shells were whistling over 39every few seconds. Tom said he had written so often about the inaccuracies of rebel gunfire it would be ironical to have one of them put an end to his promising career.

            At the hotel we ran into Martha Gellhorn and Hemingway and arranged to meet at twelve to go to a festival for the benefit of the FAI and hear Pastoras sing. Pastoras never sang and the show was bad; a tap dancer in tails and top hat, a very old flamenco singer and a skit between a priest and a housewife, both of whom kept their backs turned squarely on the audience so that no one could hear what they said. Everyone cheered a lot, so it was evidently a success.

            In the afternoon joined Herbert Matthews and Hemingway at the Old Homestead, to watch the battle on the Casa del Campo. The Republicans are trying to take three houses in which the Rebels are entrenched. We watched them shelling the houses, then saw two tanks come down a narrow path. One of them caught fire and turned into a sheet of flames and the other turned back. Herbert thought we might see a big offensive, but nothing doing, so finally went back to the hotel.

         

         The battle we watched was an offensive launched by the Republicans; it extended from Las Rozas, on the Escorial road, through the Casa del Campo to Carabanchel. It lasted three days and in the end was repulsed with heavy casualties. The Old Homestead was a house which Hemingway found on the outskirts of the capital. The front had been ripped away by a bomb, so it provided an excellent vantage point from which to watch the battle. I was surprised to find how banal war became from a distance. Against the wide panorama of rolling hills the puffs of smoke were daubs of cotton and the tanks children’s toys. When one of them burst into flames it looked no bigger than the flare of 40a match. Against the great sweep of nature, man’s struggle became so diminutive it was almost absurd.

         Hemingway, however, followed the moves eagerly. ‘It’s the nastiest thing human beings can do to each other,’ he pronounced solemnly, ‘but the most exciting.’

         We heard footsteps coming up the stairs and looked around to find Professor J. B. S. Haldane. He greeted us with his usual cordiality and looked round for a place to sit. The house was gutted with pulverised furniture, old clothes and broken pictures. From the debris he dragged a dilapidated red plush chair, placed it in the middle of the room, and sat down in full view of the battlefield. He put his elbows on his knees and adjusted his field-glasses. Hemingway warned him it was dangerous to remain exposed, but Haldane waved him aside. A few minutes later Hemingway spoke again: ‘Your glasses shine in the sun; they will think we are military observers.’

         ‘My dear fellow, I can assure you there isn’t any danger here in the house.’

         Ten minutes later there was a loud whistle as a shell plunged into a flat next door. Two more screamed overhead and we all went down on the floor – all except Haldane, who scrambled down the stairs and disappeared. We were shelled for fifteen or twenty minutes, and when at last we got back to the Florida we found him sitting in the lobby, drinking beer.

         ‘Hallo,’ he called amiably, ‘let’s have a drink.’

         We did; and more than one.

         When the fighting was over the Republicans had a total of nearly three thousand dead and wounded. The two largest hotels in Madrid, the Palace and the Ritz, which had been turned into hospitals, were both crowded. I went into the Palace and I shall never forget the sight. The steps were spattered with blood and 41the lobby was crowded with wounded men on stretchers waiting to be operated on. By mistake I went through the wrong door and found myself in the operating room. The nurses were not dressed in uniforms and went drifting in and out as though it were a smoking lounge. Most of them were peroxide blondes with dirty hands and nails painted vermilion. I learned that the nursing profession had been almost entirely restricted to the nuns; since they were on the Franco side the doctors had been forced to use whatever help they could find.

         ***

         Do not imagine that hardship and suffering had tamed the natural high spirits of the Spaniard. Bitter trials had drawn them together and the atmosphere was quick and friendly. Everyone was camarada and everyone was fighting the Fascists. I took a great liking to the Spanish people; temperamentally, they were as quick and changing as the country they lived in, with its great mountains and its arid plateaux, its bitter cold and its tropical heat. If they cried one day, they laughed the next.

         Even in their darkest hours they retained a sense of humour and a zest for living. Anyone who travelled through the country could scarcely fail to be shocked by the miserable living conditions in the villages. The houses were dilapidated and filthy, and often there were no sanitary arrangements of any kind. Children with sores on their faces and bodies sprawled in the dust like animals. I soon began to understand the grievance against the Church, for in many of these villages cathedral spires rose splendidly over scenes of unforgettable squalor – spires fashioned by the money of the peasants.

         The hospitality of the poor was touching. They welcomed visitors eagerly and insisted on sharing whatever food and wine they 42had in the house. If you offered them payment, they were offended. Their spirits were exuberant and they took a passionate interest in the lighter side of life. One day I visited a small village about forty miles outside Madrid with Sydney Franklin, the American bull-fighter. One of the peasants had seen him fight in Seville and the word spread through the village like wildfire. People stared at him admiringly and children tagged after him when he walked down the road; the mayor of the village came out to shake his hand and made him promise that when the war was over he would come back and put on a show for them.

         I think it was this natural buoyancy of spirit that kept the morale in Madrid so high during the long months of bombardment and semi-starvation. Their courage did not consist in bearing their burden patiently, but in ignoring it. Indifference to danger was almost a matter of honour to a nation that had long worshipped the courage of the bull-fighter. Once I sat in a café while a bombardment was going on outside. One of the journalists had left his car and chauffeur waiting for him, and when we went out we found the driver slumped over the wheel. We ran up to him thinking he had been injured, but he sat up, rubbed his eyes, and apologised for having fallen asleep.

         To the average Spaniard the struggle for daily bread was far more worrying than shell-fire. A few days after Tom Delmer’s suite had been hit the hotel was struck again. This time I found the manager having a tantrum in the lobby, denying that anything had happened. ‘Lies, lies, lies!’ he cried excitedly. ‘You will give my hotel a bad name and ruin my business.’

         Poor little man, I’m afraid that is exactly what did happen, for after I had left Spain I heard that the Florida had been struck again, and if you went to Madrid the place to stay was the Palace Hospital.
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