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To the Battalion, and as its representatives: HARRY FRY of Edinburgh, at one time of His Majesty’s Brigade of Guards


KIT CONWAY of Dublin, at one time of the Irish Republican Army


WILLIAM BRISKEY of London, at one time of the Busmen’s Rank and File Movement, Lieutenants in the army of the Spanish Republic, Company Commanders of the 16th Battalion, International Brigade, at the Jarama, February 1937




They were known by the man who commanded them and by the men they commanded to be equals in courage and in comradeship to the fighting men of the past whose names wake pride in the Scottish, Irish, and English peoples. 
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INTRODUCTION





THIS book was written during 1938, while the war in Spain was still going on. It was published early in 1939, just before that war ended. I have not altered this edition in any way, except in order to make it slightly shorter.


I have tried to give, in the pages that follow, the story of my own service in the International Brigade in Spain, and through that story to give part of the picture of what war is like now.


Because one of the aims of the book was to draw, as best I could, military as well as political conclusions from the Spanish fighting, I have to add here a correction or expansion to some of the conclusions embodied in my story. In particular I have to correct the views expressed in this book about the value of tanks in modern war. I wrote that the experience of Spain had proved that the tank was of restricted use as a weapon of opportunity. This I still feel to be true under certain conditions. If tanks are opposed by men with the initiative to hunt them, men armed with high explosives and a flexibly handled artillery, then tanks will certainly be reduced to their proper level and will cease to bulk so large in the scheme of modern warfare. But if troops are conservatively led and organized and equipped they will try to make a passive defence against tanks, and this defence will fail. That is where, I believe, the lessons of Poland and France correct or amplify those of Spain.


Tanks are of more value in modern war than I thought; and can be of great importance in battle. But I still believe infantry, well trained, can meet and harass and destroy them.


There are other ideas I drew from Spain that the present war has altered. I no longer believe that attack is necessarily more costly than defence. Manœuvre by vehicles, planned on blitz lines, is more efficient than I thought. But I still hold strongly to the main lesson I learnt in Spain.


This is, that modern war calls for the sort of initiative (among junior officers, sergeants, corporals and privates) that arises from democracy. Since the victory of the Nazis and their allies in Spain, these same military and political forces have won other victories elsewhere; and the result of these victories is a curious paradox. People who realize that reactionary Conservatism was directly an ally of the Nazis in their conquest of Spain, and indirectly in their conquest of Poland and France, suggest either that we should now trust Conservatives to oppose Fascism effectively, or that we should ourselves go Fascist in order to defeat Fascism. They do not propose that we should try democracy for a change. I do.


I can perhaps make this paradox clearer by contrasting two men. Lord Croft, then Sir Henry Page-Croft, throughout the war in Spain was an advocate of General Franco’s cause. In other words, he aided the conquest of Spain by German and Italian tanks and aeroplanes and by Italian infantry. He is, at the moment when I write this, a joint Under-Secretary of State for War, one of those who control our War Office. Hugh Slater, unlike Lord Croft, realized that German and Italian tanks were in Spain, and proceeded to shoot them up there. He learned a great deal about war in the process of doing so, and was later given the chance to use what he had learnt in the training of the Home Guard, first at the Osterley Park School and then at the War Office School for the Home Guard. A week before I began to write this introduction he was conscripted into the British Army as a private. He is, as I write, a recruit in an anti-aircraft unit, doing practically nothing but barrack-square drill. Captain Margesson has stated in the House of Commons that the British Army will make the best use possible of Hugh Slater’s services. I suggest that the best use possible would be that he should be given Lord Croft’s job.


Then we should be done with this paradox: those who were successful in starving into defeat the Republic that resisted Nazi tanks and planes still retain control of our army; those who fought against Fascism are disregarded.


The people who say that we must go totalitarian in order to equal in efficiency the totalitarian states should consider the example of Poland. The Poland of Colonel Beck was totalitarian after a backward fashion, and its army was not faced by forces relatively more powerful in men or weapons than those we faced in Spain. That Polish army, because of the incredible incompetence of its generals and the repression of all initiative within its ranks, could not hold out as many weeks as we in Spain years. But then there came a flash of the spirit of Madrid. Led by a civilian, the people of Warsaw and the broken remnants of the army within that city put up a defence so powerful that the Nazis could make no impression on it, until they cut off the water supplies and Warsaw fell to thirst and fire. That three weeks of glorious resistance seems to me to prove my point that democracy, when you ‘try it for a change,’ gives a people new and enormous military powers.


In France in May 1940 there hung over the British Army what Mr. Churchill has called ‘the greatest military disaster in our long history.’ In the lobbies and the clubs the British ruling class felt, to put it mildly, worried. Then from the British people itself, from our unformed but real democracy, came the million-fold impulse to make a new sort of army, that which we now call the Home Guard. This army of unpaid volunteers, of men who go from work to their training or their patrols, men who keep discipline without punishment and endure toil without reward, is to the prejudiced eye of Conservatism merely a ragged imitation of what soldiers should be. But to those few who see how war changes it is something far more than this: it is the essential new development of warfare that answers and checkmates the tactics of infiltration. These tactics are described in my book and I need not repeat the description here. The Nazis learned, principally from Spain but partly from imitation of the Soviet Union, how to apply these tactics of infiltration on a great scale and with new weapons, so that any point behind the army of their opponents may be attacked. The answer to this development of ‘attack in depth’ is that all such points of military importance must be garrisoned. To garrison these with Regulars is to waste your strength, and waste the man-power needed for production.


To garrison these points with a Home Guard made up of men doing a full day’s work is not simply a stop-gap procedure but something that is as efficient as it is democratic. And this new, inevitable, necessary development of modern warfare can be initiated by a democracy but cannot be imitated by a totalitarian state. No state that relies for government solely on compulsion and deception can trust arms to the men who work in its factories and its offices. Still less can it trust arms to men working in the factories and offices of countries it has conquered.


When we have developed fully ‘the sort of initiative that arises from democracy’ we shall find also that we have developed methods of attack as well as methods of defence. And these methods of attack will be as far ahead of the Nazi methods as theirs were ahead of the methods of attack which the British and French armies may have considered, while Poland was being destroyed, but could not consider of enough value to use.


Whether the reader agrees with me or not on these questions of Fascism and its friends, of democracy and its powers, the pages that follow are not mainly an argument; they are mainly a story. In that story I report fighting endured and achieved by men of our blood and of our speech, men from England, Wales, Scotland, Ireland, Canada and the United States; and I put forward this story of their fighting and their achievement with the belief that even those who differ from and dislike my views will be proud to know what such men can do.


April 1941.



















CHAPTER I


THE FORERUNNERS







Spain is hot.—A sergeant, Jarama, 12 February 1937.





THREE companies of British infantry were fighting, through the early afternoon of the 12th of February 1937‚ to hold a ridge of Spanish earth and rock scarred and sluiced with bullets. Two or three battalions of Moorish troops were firing at them from the slopes below the ridge; the rifles and machine-rifles of these Moors hazed the valleys with their faint smoke. A heavier weight of lead, and more deadly, a mechanized steady hosing of every visible square foot with fire, was coming at longer range from the many machine-guns of the attacking force. These guns were manned by Germans. Franco’s troops, Moslem and Nazi joined in a strange partnership, were trying to drive a way through one of the International Brigades. In that Brigade a partnership at first sight as strange joined English and Irish, French and Bulgarians, Belgians, Italians, Czechs. The three English-speaking companies were holding the left of the Brigade’s line. They were beginning to feel isolated; some men were feeling desperate.


The Moors’ rifles and machine-rifles were gathering nearer. Their spurting, stuttering fire, irregular and always giving the effect of unexpectedness, came from gullies and wrinkles of the rock only a hundred to three hundred yards away. At one point a small group of Moors had crawled to within thirty yards of the line; there they were held, just beyond the range for hand-grenades. Away to the right a small steep knoll, five or six hundred yards from the flank of the three companies, had fallen to the Moors. Machine-rifles clacked and chattered from this hill, enfilading the line; they could fire along the ranks of the three companies. They could fire into the few very small groups of men, sheltered by the hill-crest from frontal fire, who were all that those companies had as reserves. Their fire cut across the path to the rear down which wounded crawled. The men who were holding the ridge could hear no sound that meant help from behind them. And they felt unsupported, unsure.


On their left there was no sign of any friendly troops. The Moors overlapped their line on the left, but had not tried to swing round their position. At any moment the attempt might be made, and the only rifles available to stop it were twenty pushed off in semi-isolation to the flank, beyond olive-trees. At any moment the gathering line of Moors ahead of the three companies might rush the ridge.


Near the centre of the ridge stood a small white house, the inevitable casa blanca marked here and there on Spanish maps, a peasant farm. An Englishman had placed his company near this house during the morning, and an Irishman had ordered the company’s four inefficient machine-guns into action, several long hours before the three companies began to wonder if ‘everything was all right.’ During those hours the white house had become a ranging-mark for Fascist artillery; shells had dropped methodically beyond it and short of it, until the ‘bracket’ closed and the shells came pounding into roof and walls. Wounded who had been put in hasty shelter by its walls had to be moved again: too many wounded for the stretcher-bearers to carry. All those long hours a trickle of wounded had been coming back from the ridge, limping, crawling, dragged or lifted…. The two or three Republican guns, light field-pieces, that at first supported with their fire the defenders of the ridge, had been silent for some time. When they opened fire again, after the silence, any one who listened could notice that they were much further back. Their bark sounded woollier, less distinct.


A sergeant said angrily: ‘We’ll not retreat!’ ‘Not a retreat, but to retire a bit?’ asked the man beside him.


They had held the ridge for five hours. It had been the middle of the morning when their machine-guns fired the first answering shots in what was to be, for most of them, the hardest fighting of their lives. For many it was also the first fighting; the battalion was fresh from its training-ground and most of it had not previously been in action.


The three companies, which had started on their march strung out in very open order, covering a front of more than a thousand yards, were fairly close together when they reached the ridge: their front at its maximum extension cannot have been much more than six hundred yards. They were not crowded; their total strength was just under four hundred men, and each company was at first keeping a third of its man-power in support behind its leading sections. Men lay two or three yards apart. But while they were a fairly thin line of riflemen backed by three ‘blobs‚’ each only thirty or forty strong, they were occupying not as wide a stretch of ground as sometimes had to be held by battalions of the International Brigade. Battalions weaker than the ‘English’ had in this war held over a mile of territory against attack. In 1918, during heavy fighting, a mile would have been taken care of by a brigade or two. According to the standards of the war in Spain the three companies were thick-spread; by the standards of the Great War they were as thinly dabbed on the ground as English mustard needs to be on English beef.
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We were called, by the Spanish Army and by every one in our brigades, the ‘English battalion.’ That is because most people on the continent of Europe think of our islands beyond the sleeve of water as ‘England.’ (The only exception to this that I remember is an official at a far frontier, who once asked me, in his own language, if I was a Great-British citizen. I failed to catch the word, denied it, said I was English; he took this calmly, muttering something about ‘the national question in Europe also.’) In this book I shall refer to the battalion as the English battalion; things should be called by the names by which they are known to people; that is the essence of language. But a name or label can be misleading, and then one must put a warning beside it when it is first used. The battalion was only by a numerical majority English. A very considerable number of all ranks were Scotch. A smaller number were Irish; a few, Welsh. We had on our strength at one time the son of an Abyssinian general. ‘Yank’ Levy, in spite of his nickname, was a Canadian; we had one or two Americans who had reached us (and not the American battalion which was then finishing its training) because they had found their way to London in their haste to reach Spain. Several dark Cypriots mingled happily with, and educated, casual English who did not know if Cyprus was a religion or a sort of orange. An Egyptian rallied the first company after part of it had scattered. At least one Australian, one South African, a boy from Jamaica—perhaps we ought to have called it the Imperial battalion? But great hump-shouldered Miguel, Cuban and mate on a ship, would not have fitted in. To have called it anti-Imperial would have been more accurate but too clumsy.


Our official title was the 16th Battalion, XV Brigade. Numbers are cold-blooded; the battalion was hot-blooded. So accuracy be damned: I shall call it the English battalion. And say here, at the beginning of this book, that there were no better soldiers and no better companions in our unit than Kit Conway and Jim Prendergast, Irishmen, Jock Cunningham and Harry Fry from Scotland. And if I do not mention, here or later, other individuals and other groups, I ask my friends to understand, not to mind. What we were able to do was done because individuals made themselves securely part of a fighting body, because groups became part of a fellowship and our queerly-assorted ranks were, on the things that matter, of one mind.
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Who were these ‘English,’ lying on a dry, sun-bitten ridge with days of desperate fighting ahead of them? How had they come to be here, part of an international army, twenty miles south-east of Madrid? These questions must be answered before I describe their agony and their achievement.


These men were inheritors of an English tradition. They were also part of a new fellowship growing in Europe and America and Asia: the fellowship of those who believe that our small and precarious beginnings of civilization, all we value of personal happiness and social freedom, are being destroyed by Fascism. They had come to Spain because they believed that Fascist aggression must be resisted, when need be, with lead and steel as well as with argument and propaganda. They had come, as free men had come from all over Europe, and from the U.S.A., to help in the defence of Madrid; Madrid was the world’s ‘strong point’ holding up the war machine of Fascism.


Months before an International Brigade existed men were discussing it as a possibility. Much more to the point, men were driving it into being by fighting on Spanish fronts, as foreign volunteers in the militia. And easily first among their equals were the Germans. The Thaelmann group, and later the Thaelmann Centuria, began the history and the tradition of the Brigades. They set for us a level of rivalry, first as part of the militia and then as one of the Brigade’s first battalions, near which it was hard to get our fingers. And their example was known to many of our three companies: rumour and report and a lecture of my own had made the record of the ‘Thaelmen’ part of their ambition as men and soldiers.


Better than writing generalities is to write of what one has oneself seen, heard, felt, and with others endured. Therefore my story of the International Brigade begins with my own first experience of the front line in Spain, when I visited—as a journalist, not as a soldier—the first group of these foreign volunteers.
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In mid-September 1936, on the day when the war was two months old, I went from Barcelona towards the front to see the Thaelmann Grupo. Ten hours’ driving took me to the British hospital established at Granien a few days before.


Beyond Granien next morning, with my friend Kenneth driving, we stopped for a moment on the far side of the first hill. ‘There’s Huesca.’ The town, Fascist territory and fifteen miles away, was very clear in the sunlight. Behind it and to the right the mountains stood up, abrupt and fantastic, as if painted on the back-cloth of a theatre-scene.


At Pemponilla was the advanced dressing-station. A cheerful doctor told us there were no cases needing attention or transport —and also there was no dinner; it was too late. ‘But the Germans will feed you.’ So we went to Abrasha, the First Centuria’s cook. His soup was generous and pungent, hot and full of strange things; he camouflaged the beans. He put before us, though dinner was long over, meat more tender than you could get in any restaurant in Barcelona. And when he put the first plate down before Kenneth this smiling agile little terrier of a man said the only English words he was alleged to know: ‘Eat your bloody breakfast!’


It was an old joke and the Spaniards in the kitchen liked old jokes. One tried to rival the cook, telling us that he too was ‘spingling Ingling’ (speaking English) and succeeded in getting his pipe filled. These welcomes and the talk in four languages made me bone-certain that here, eight hundred to nine hundred yards from the rebel machine-guns, there was the real understanding and close comradeship that mutual trust and liking give. Nor was it only Spaniards and Germans (and Jews such as Abrasha) who were welded closely together here; English drivers and stretcher-bearers from the first British Medical Unit, of whom there were almost always two at this advanced post, had become fully part of this army in overalls.


After dinner we went with a German lad from the Grupo, which was part of the First Centuria, across fields where machine-gunners tried to snipe us with six-round bursts—a most inefficient proceeding and one blandly ignored by a Spaniard carrying half a hundredweight of fruit and tomatoes up to the front line. He laughed to see the more careful English and Germans lying in a hollow waiting for the machine-gunners to get bored. But I did not feel like laughing. The quick ‘weep-weep’ of bullets near my ears was a well-remembered sound; it had always made me feel automatic, narrowed down to eyes and a body. I was the heaviest there, but the quickest to go down on my face in the field. After a pause we ran, individually, for shelter.


Our first ‘home,’ twenty yards on, was a foot-deep scraping with a six-inch parapet. The Fascist machine-gunner fired his burst, I noticed, at each man as he covered the last few yards. So I stopped and crouched, half-way; heard the bullets go past, and then ran again. From the puddled straw of this ‘trench,’ itchy and fly-stirring, we had to run again, eighty yards, to the big tree that marked our second ‘home.’ Each man ahead of me—our party was five—got his burst. Hermann lumbered along ahead, fell on his shoulder; hurt? No, avoiding the burst, or thought he was, the clumsy gawk. Should I go now? Was I afraid? Of course I was afraid. It is a soldier’s job to be afraid at the right time. Why on earth go across this field if they had got it taped like this? My pulses made a little pattern of taps at the back of my throat. It was my turn to go and I was not moving. Fool—that gave the gunner more time to get just right for me…. Would the sun be reflected off my bald head and make me a better target? This question, suggested quite seriously by the part of my mind that was looking after myself, seemed so ludicrous that I chuckled as I hopped over the furrows. At the tree was a deeper ditch.


We soon found that it was to be avoided, as a resting-place, because used as a lavatory.


The ditch turned at right angles and became a narrow communication trench 150 yards long, quite straight and quite open to the enemy’s enfilade, except that the far end of it, where it entered our front line, was blocked by a big walnut-tree, a single beautiful tree in full leaf. The ditch was deep enough to cover half of a man who walked along it. It gave a queer feeling to go strolling in this way with the field on each side of you, and your body sharply cut in two: below the navel was normal man, walking about his affairs, and above was something tense, automatic, and foreign, to be guarded from unusual pose or gesture.


In other words, I was scared. Yes, but I was getting used to this Spanish War. I felt much the same as on those mornings in war-time, or during a visit to Moscow in 1920, when I had not gone to bed at all because of pressure of work, and had drunk too much coffee to make up for it. I felt no inclination to hurry, I did not want to talk, and when I did so talked too quickly. The sun was close and the air moist-stifling. We reached the tree.


Here the ditch turned sharp left at right angles, making a useful trench. Irrigation ditches do that sort of thing. But the First Centuria, when it reached the walnut-tree, had to spread to the right as well as to the left. So on the right there was a parapet of sandbags, continuous and fairly level and over two feet high. Close to this parapet a number of shelter pits had been dug, each about ten or twelve feet long. And between these half-dozen pits bits of the original field were left: there was no continuous trench at all. You jumped out of the ditch under cover of the walnut-tree, heard a sniper’s rifle ‘pott,’ and after two crouching steps jumped down into the first bit of trench. Then at the end of that you had to climb up again for a step or two—and repeat the process several times. All very irritating! I decided this was not the sort of war I liked.
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At the last pit on the right we came to the Grupo Thaelmann. Hermann introduced Kenneth, director of the hospital. This group of sunburned young men told us that they liked having the British hospital behind them; they were well looked after there. Sam Masters, an East-ender, who was the only Englishman among these Germans, gave me a huge bunch of small blue grapes, crushed and sticky. ‘They’ll give you the gripes,’ he said cheerfully. Fritz, leader of the Grupo, told us that Sam was not always very interested in the war, but was very good at getting fruit from orchards between the lines. And slowly we began to get the hang of the position.


Behind the trenches were low shelters of blankets and waterproof stuff. Some of the shelters must be clearly visible from the Fascist lines, or half-visible over the parapet. The prudent slept in them only at night, as snipers put a bullet or two close to them or through them, as a matter of habit, every day. We described our crossing of the field. ‘It’s impossible now to cross the field,’ said Fritz. ‘Why did you go across the field, Hermann?’ Hermann laughed: every one still went across the field. ‘Not true: all those who are disciplined go back by the ditch as far as the road.’ We spoke of the Spanish disregard for danger. ‘All right you talking, Fritz, but you’ve got quite Spanishified. See this fellow’—turning to me and indicating Fritz—‘changing into a white shirt in the morning, standing up by that shelter, while a sniper tried for him, three shots a minute….’


Could these Spanish troops not be taught by example that a good soldier keeps behind cover when he can? No, argued one, it was part of their morale, part of their courage, to take risks when bored. You could not change that, in months. What you could do was be steady in attack, quick to see how the ground lay, quick to dig in a little after an advance.


There was water in the trenches, in some parts. Why not dig a sump-hole or two, to drain them? ‘We all hate digging. As well, we shan’t be here much longer. We’re going on.’ He jerked his head towards Huesca, clearly seen between the sandbags. Why dig when soon, to-morrow, they might advance? So all this army besieging Huesca argued for eighteen months, till disaster smashed their lines.


We discussed the work of the Thaelmann group. It had consisted entirely of German émigrés—with Sam, who was on a cycling holiday—who had been in Barcelona in July when the fighting started. It had never been more than fifteen men; casualties had thinned it now. It was proud of being part of the First Centuria of the First Column. It was proud of its relations with its Spanish comrades. ‘We learn from them in this war, and they from us. But we have to be close to them, mixed in with them, to do this.’ It was vehement against the idea of ‘shutting off’ foreign volunteers in separate units. The Thaelmann Centuria, eighty-odd Germans trained in warfare, had recently come up on their left flank. It was, they explained, a centuria to be really proud of; its position was well camouflaged; it had real trenches and shelters in the sides of the trenches; it had few casualties that could possibly be avoided. ‘But we have worked up here into the field, two hundred metres ahead of them.’ Spaniards, they said, when they saw the tidiness, the organization, the discipline, the self-made safety of this model centuria, just laughed. They could not take it as an example because its technique was too far ahead, too far away from their own. This argument was hot. My questions were attacks.


I believed in the idea of an international legion. ‘Here, in little groups like this, you can do a lot. But a larger-scale example of military knowledge and discipline, and large-scale results, are needed too. You have to treat the building of an army as a political problem, a question of propaganda, of ideas soaking in. You need things big enough to be worth putting in the newspapers. Then, for the ordinary motives, rivalry, real feeling for the cause they’re fighting for, personal ambition, all the rest—some Spaniards and groups of Spaniards will reach the same level, and because they know the ground better and their opponents better they’ll be more useful troops than any foreigners. Example tells, but there must be results big enough to tell widely.’ They agreed in principle, but claimed you could get these results from a foreign-salted centuria as well as from a wholly foreign one.


A big plane high up, and turning rather aimlessly, went almost overhead. ‘Junkers!’ shouted the Spaniards in the next trench. ‘Look, you Germans, Junkers!’ But the shout was friendly, and the Germans answered with friendly swear-words.


A naked feeling is produced by sitting in a waist-high trench behind a parapet while an enemy aeroplane goes by. I had heard that down in the sauth, not far from Badajoz, German and Italian planes had been machine-gunning trenches. Clearly there was no easy method of meeting that threat. If Hitler and Mussolini were piling in planes, that would be the way they would drive our troops out of their useless little trenches—a problem there.


The German plane went away, and I ceased to think of that problem as an isolated one. To produce troops who could and would dig real trenches…. To get discipline, so that the planes would find no easy target…. To change this hopelessly slipshod, casual, unscientific way of fighting…. Surely a big-scale, well-placarded example was necessary? It was just such an example that a friend of mine in London had said could not possibly be considered. The Spanish Government had plenty of men; it only needed experts. So he had said. The leaders of the Labour Party would be scared off at once if there was any talk of an international legion….


‘But why?’ I asked.


‘It isn’t respectable and they will think of the Catholic vote and the pacifists. And such a legion would be sure to be labelled Red and Communist. We must avoid having those labels stuck on the war in Spain, which is a defence of democracy, of a democratic republic, against Fascism.’


I thought it over again. Individuals would come to Spain or little groups, but they must work without the limelight, the recruiting ‘boost,’ that would bring many others flocking out. The military need was for a body of troops able to earn limelight, in Spain at least, able to do real things that would stand out in the sway of the fighting.


Could my friends in England see this military necessity? Had they any idea of the amateur-anarchist way of fighting a war that was all we could, at present, put up against the regular army of Spain, the Moors, the Foreign Legion, the German and Italian aeroplanes? Did they realize that this war was being lost? That was an uncomfortable question. I was glad my friends in the trench could not see inside my mind.


Discipline was the problem as much as arms. Blum and his urgently respectable government might be persuaded to help a bit with arms, but could not mend the manners of these centurias in the matter of exposing themselves. War is an art and a science; and you do not learn more than part of it by being set in a trench, untrained. How could these incredibly gallant Spaniards get hold of the art, the science, the discipline of war? By example and by training, given them by foreigners.


Spain had fought no modern wars of any size: her ill fortune against the U.S.A. and in Morocco showed that military knowledge was at a low ebb even in the Spanish Army. The peasants and traders and factory workers who held the trenches included no ex-service men. Spanish youngsters had not been fed on tales of the Great War….


I decided that as soon as I was back in Barcelona I would write again, asking for fifty English to be encouraged to get to Spain somehow. That was the figure I had fixed on when I wrote a few days earlier: fifty. I was pessimistic about getting them. I did not know that four months later I should be helping to organize five hundred.


It was time to go. I listed in my mind the military problems: discipline, training, fire-control, trenches—there was no second line—cover from planes, arms, ammunition. Too many problems! Yet for me the main problem seemed to be in England, not in Spain—could my English friends see the need for a legion of foreign volunteers?


They had already seen the need.



















CHAPTER II


BASE AT ALBACETE







If I catch Alfonso don Carlos the Toreador, 


    With one mighty swipe I will dislocate his


    bloody jaw, He shall die, tiddly eye-tie … etc.


Song of the Great War revived by George Nathan as our first company marched back from its last training exercise, 21 December, 1936.





ALBACETE, base of the International Brigades, in November 1936 was a menagerie. A menagerie in Paris is called, for reasons I cannot recollect, a ‘Garden of Plants’; this international menagerie, though at that time mainly directed by Frenchmen, had nothing plant-like or vegetable about it. At the top there was an incredibly expansive old sea-lion in the biggest béret ever worn by man. The next-in-power, the heads of departments and brigades, political commissars of rank, controllers of transport, food, or clothing, almost all wore shaggy sheep-skins. Their hurrying lope down the narrow streets of that little town, through the winter mud of daylight or the black lampless dark, made them seem wolves in sheep’s clothing. And like wolves they raided, got things; a month before a young army had begun life not merely without rifles—it had no cups or spoons, no boots or petrol. Everything had to be found for it, and everything was found. Money was available—never quite enough, perhaps, but in considerable quantities: it could pay for what it got. The trouble was that every one else in the Spanish Army wanted the available material; and secondly, that almost every one else believed, honestly believed, that there was no material available. Certainly not in Albacete province—in Murcia perhaps? or Alicante or Barcelona: there the edible mules might be found to make this young army its stew, or the boots bought for the Nordics with their sacredly big feet. In Albacete province, in the villages and in the town’s two shopping streets, the sign ‘NO HAY’ (‘we have no …’) began to appear in large letters in the shop windows. ‘NO HAY HUEVOS ’—‘ We have no eggs.’ But huge cardboard cases full of eggs appeared by some quartermasters’ magic out of the temporary warehouse near the railway station.
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