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            In Memoriam

         

         IN MEMORIAM

         Ewen Kerr : Julian Hope

         
             

         

         Friends of my youth, you are dead!

         And the quads are empty without you.

      

   


   
      
         

         
            This Rock is a wonderful place, with a population infinitely diversified. Moors with costumes radiant as a rainbow or an Eastern melodrama; Jews with gaberdines and skull-caps; Genoese, Highlanders, and Spaniards …

            Benjamin Disraeli, 1 July 1830

            
                

            

            Gibraltar is soon seen … There is neither letters nor fine art, the arts of making money and war excepted.

            Richard Ford, A Handbook for Travellers in Spain (1845)

            
                

            

            The value of Gibraltar harbour and base to us is so great …

            Winston Churchill to Franklin Roosevelt, 16 December 1941
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            Enemies in the Dark
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         May and June 1940 were blazing, July thundery. Fortress Gibraltar sweltered, waiting for war’s Donner und Blitzen to split the sky. The Battle of France was lost, and with the German air force now bombing ships in the English Channel and strafing south coast towns, the Battle of Britain was just beginning.

         ‘Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian civilisation,’ Winston Churchill declared on 18 June. ‘Upon it depends our own British life … and our Empire. The whole fury and might of the enemy must very soon be turned upon us. Hitler knows he will have to break us in this island or lose the war.’ On 14 July, Churchill added: ‘We await undismayed the impending assault. Perhaps it will come tonight. Perhaps it will come next week … We must show ourselves equally capable of meeting a sudden violent shock, or … a prolonged vigil.’

         The Battle of Britain was also the battle of the British Empire. The Dominions – Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa – the Indian Raj and Burma, as well as the Colonial Empire of fiftyodd crown colonies, dependencies, mandates, overseas territories and protectorates, which included the faraway Gilbert and Ellice Islands as well as Guyana, the Gold Coast and Gibraltar, had all rallied to the mother country in September 1939 and joined in declaring war on Germany. Only Ireland/Éire, a self-governing dominion within the British Commonwealth of Nations, chose neutrality. The distinctive Rock of Gibraltar, three miles long and 1400 feet high, hanging off southern Spain by a sandy isthmus, was a tiny but significant part of the empire, waiting to do its duty. As the last Allied toehold remaining on the continent of Europe, everyone knew that the Rock would be a target for attack, but no one could say how, when or where it would come. Insect-buzzing aircraft had passed in daylight reconnaissance, and early one morning some bombs had been dropped harmlessly in the sea. But the sound of droning aeroplanes in the middle of a summer night was unusual, ominous. The air-raid sirens sounded. Was this it, then? Was the match about to kick off at the western end of the Mediterranean?

         In the early hours of Thursday 18 July 1940 a full moon silvered the Sphinx-like profile of the Rock. All except the uniformed men on duty were indoors or at home during the curfew from 11.30 p.m. to 5.30 a.m. As the siren wailed, young John Porral, in his cotton summer pyjamas, went downstairs with his sister to the ground-floor sitting room of their house on Main Street. The aeroplane engines crescendoed above and the upward searchlight beams criss-crossed nervously, searching for a target so the anti-aircraft ‘ack-ack’ guns could pump explosive shells up into the sky. The gunners were not wholly proficient at this, having only practised in daylight with limited ammunition on drogues, known as ‘sleeves’, towed behind old-fashioned biplanes. The novelist Thackeray once called Fortress Gibraltar ‘this great blunderbuss’, but it was now somewhat rusty, and the Rock clogged with supernumeraries.

         Two months earlier, the military authorities had ordered the decks cleared of all ‘useless mouths’ – the dismal phrase for civilians who were too young (under sixteen), too old (over sixty) or too female to be combatants. The great exodus had begun well, with the first shipload of women and children leaving Gibraltar on 21 May 1940. The nearest and safest place for non-combatants was thought to be the French Empire in North Africa, and so thirteen thousand Gibraltarians had been compulsorily evacuated by ship to Casablanca in Morocco. Then the evacuation plan was forced into reverse, so Gibraltar was again packed to the gunwales with returned civilians.

         These ‘chattels of the military, slaves of the fortress’ were a small part of larger wartime movements of people. ‘Evacuation’, as the British Cabinet Secretary drily remarked, ‘is becoming our greatest national industry.’ The German Blitzkrieg made millions of Europeans refugees, and over half a million Allied soldiers had to be rescued by the Royal Navy as Britain’s main ally, France, surrendered.

         The Fortress braced for its first bombing in this new Great War. But whose bombers were heading for the Rock? Which air force was about to drop its ordnance? At that moment of history, in the middle of July 1940, there were multiple possibilities, because Gibraltar was confronting not one but four potential enemies.

         
            *

         

         First among them was Nazi Germany. The attacking aeroplanes might be from the German air force, whose northern cohorts were now probing British airspace. Adolf Hitler’s armed forces had already conquered Czechoslovakia, Poland, Denmark, Norway, Holland, Belgium, Luxembourg and the Channel Islands. France had capitulated to Nazi Blitzkrieg on 22 June, and the Wehrmacht had parked their Panzers at the Pyrenees, with some officers crossing the Spanish frontier to celebrate in the hotels of San Sebastián. The German military was familiar with Spain: nineteen thousand volunteers from das Heer, die Luftwaffe and die Kriegsmarine had served there with the Condor Legion between 1936 and 1939, helping Franco’s Nationalist rebels to win the Spanish Civil War.

         The peninsula of Gibraltar lay five hundred miles south of the nearest German airfield in occupied France. Perhaps this night raid was the first step of a coming German attempt to rub out the British enclave and close off the mouth of the Mediterranean. The Germans had been intriguing in Morocco for four decades and their espionage in the area was proficient. If controlling the Strait of Gibraltar was the next step in the Führer’s strategic push westward across Europe, tonight’s exploratory raid might be followed by a full artillery ‘stonking’, Stuka dive-bombing and parachutists dropping from the sky, as had worked so well in the German invasion of the Low Countries.

         
            *

         

         The second possible enemy was Fascist Italy, which had joined the war only five weeks before. Eighty thousand Italian regulars and Fascist militiamen had served on Franco’s Nationalist side in the Spanish Civil War. Benito Mussolini wanted a new Roman Empire in the Mediterranean – ‘Mare Nostrum’, ‘our sea’ – and the Italian navy was developing new kinds of submarine to attack the British fleets that controlled its surface and its exits. Mussolini had declaimed: ‘The guards of this prison are Gibraltar and Suez’, and on 9 June 1940 he wrote to Franco, ‘In the new reorganisation of the Mediterranean which will result from the war, Gibraltar will be returned to Spain.’ When he declared war the next day, the Fascist leader said: ‘We want to break the territorial and military chains which are strangling us in our sea.’ Italian aircraft immediately started bombing British Malta, carrying out more than fifty air raids in June 1940. Perhaps a raid on Gibraltar in the west presaged the Italian fleet breaking out into the Atlantic to help the Germans throttle British sea lanes.

         
            *

         

         Gibraltar’s third possible enemy was its next-door neighbour: Falangist Spain. Spain was brutalised and impoverished by the three-year civil war that had left a million dead and tens of thousands jailed or exiled. The date of the bombing attack, 18 July 1940, could be significant. It was the fourth anniversary of General Franco’s military uprising. Perhaps Franco was abandoning his country’s peculiar status of ‘non-belligerence’ to join forces with the ‘Axis’ of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, the same totalitarian powers which had helped his military coup d’état against the elected Spanish Republic. He had declared the Rock a legacy of the fifteenth-century Queen Isabel la Católica, which it was Spain’s ‘duty and mission’ to recapture. When Britain’s new ambassador had arrived on 1 June, Falangists shouting ‘¡Gibraltar español!’ had mobbed the British Embassy in Madrid.

         Franco’s military had indeed been working on a secret plan to take back el Peñon de Gibraltar, mapping the entire peninsula through photographs in order to direct artillery fire on all its installations and defences. From 1939, up to fifteen thousand Republican prisoners of war, organised in ‘Disciplinary Battalions’, had begun slave labour, widening roads and building gun sites in the Spanish hinterland north of the Rock, el Campo de Gibraltar. The Spanish said publicly that the ‘southern border fortifications’ conducted by General Pedro Jevenois were purely defensive, but admitted privately that ‘the planned use of artillery has the clearly offensive aim of destroying the English garrison’. The British press and parliament had been worried for some time about ‘Guns over Gibraltar’, the heavy artillery gun barrels pointed straight at the peninsula.

         
            *

         

         Gibraltar’s fourth potential attacker was Vichy France. The military defeat of the French Third Republic in June 1940 had been a tremendous shock to the British as the bulwark on which Allied defence relied fell apart like wet cardboard. France’s huge army, navy and air force, with more than enough guns and tanks and ships and planes to match the Germans, had disintegrated. The western part of France was now occupied by German troops, and the new right-wing government of l’État français, established in the spa town of Vichy, was collaborating with the Nazis.

         On 3 July 1940, British Royal Navy ships from Gibraltar had been ordered by Winston Churchill to bombard the French fleet in Algeria to stop its battleships falling into German hands. This desperate action killed nearly 1300 French sailors and started a blood feud between the former allies. Admiral François Darlan, the head of the French navy, who already resented the Royal Navy for killing his great-grandfather at Trafalgar in 1805, was enraged, and on Bastille Day, Sunday 14 July, persuaded his new president, Marshal Philippe Pétain, to strike back. Smiting the treacherous English would be a pleasure as well as a duty.

         Following the killing of the French sailors at Mers-el-Kébir, life had been made intolerable for the Gibraltarian evacuees so recently arrived in Vichy France-controlled Morocco. The British refugees were expelled from French territory in the filthy holds of cargo boats that had just brought back to the Maghreb thousands of not very clean French soldiers who favoured Vichy rather than Charles de Gaulle’s Free French.

         This was why, from 10 July 1940, up to twenty-two thousand Gibraltarian civilians, women, children, aged and infirm, chattering away in Yanito, their Rock Spanish idiolect, were back home again in Gibraltar’s narrow streets, crammed hugger-mugger wherever they could fit in spaces not yet requisitioned by the military. Their menfolk – insultingly dubbed ‘Rock Scorpions’ by the soldiers – had had to make a mass demonstration, threatening the governor with paralysing strikes, before he allowed their families off the beshitten boats bringing them back from Morocco.

         
            *

         

         At two o’clock in the morning of 18 July 1940, bombs started dropping from a pair of aircraft whose identities were unclear. No one was quite sure whether they were German Heinkel He 111s or Italian Piaggio P.2s or French Glenn Martin 167s, although the targets of the air raid were most likely the high-ranking British admirals based at Gibraltar. Since the late eighteenth century, Royal Navy flag officers had occupied a large house with extensive grounds off Europa Road on the western slope of the Rock overlooking the dockyard, the bay and the strait. This shuttered house, the Mount, was guarded by Royal Navy personnel and was well known to all visiting dignitaries and naval attachés. The pilots were probably aiming to kill or wound Admiral Sir Dudley North, Flag Officer Commanding North Atlantic Squadron, and his colleague Vice Admiral Sir James Somerville, the Commander-in-Chief of Force ‘H’.

         Bombing was imprecise in 1940. A ‘surgical strike’ was as likely as a successful operation with a lump hammer. The only military fatality of the first air raid on Gibraltar was Gunner Percy Leonard, a twenty-year-old serving high on the Rock with 4 Battery, Royal Artillery, who now lies buried in the North Front cemetery. Although a stick of bombs did run up Gibraltar’s western slope, the Royal Navy’s villa was unscathed. One bomb missed the northern gateway and guardhouse of the Mount by a few yards. It shot through the downstairs wall of 13 Europa Road, which was the home of the Loreto Convent School, founded by Irish nuns from the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

         The projectile exploded by the school laundry. The body of seventy-one-year-old Sister Lorcan O’Connor, a blameless, smiling nun who had spent fifty years of her life teaching in Gibraltar and was now awaiting re-evacuation to England with her schoolgirls, became lodged in the rafters: a fireman called Sheehan had to bring down the remains. Two more wounded nuns, Sister Milagrosa McGovern and Sister Thomas More Devaney, were taken to hospital. Nearby, rescuers found more ‘collateral damage’ among the innocent: the corpses of the school’s caretaker-cum-gardener, Luis Dallia, and his wife, Maria.

         Who did this? On balance of probability they were Vichy planes on a vengeance mission for the sinking of the French ships. The Germans had too far to fly, the Italians were occupied elsewhere and the Spanish would not have dared. But whoever struck that first blow, in July 1940 the Rock of Gibraltar was threatened on four sides by imperial powers, and not too well protected by the fifth, Great Britain.

         The paradox of bombing is that it often stiffens resolve rather than breaking morale. John Porral, sitting it out in the downstairs shelter of his home in Main Street, was now even more determined to join the Gibraltar Defence Force. Although he would not turn seventeen until mid-September, he and his friend Hector Sheppard-Capurro soon went together to Fortress Headquarters in Line Wall Road to sign up and get into uniform. Their fathers had served together in Sam Browne’s Cavalry in the First World War, and were now honorary aides-de-camp (ADCs) to the governor. When the aeroplanes came back in full force in late September 1940, the boys would be serving the pair of three-inch twenty-hundredweight ack-ack guns that the Gibraltar Defence Force had hauled and manhandled high up to the top of Signal Hill. The two young Gibraltarians would do their bit defending the Rock.

      

   


   
      

         
            2

            Web of Empire

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

         The British Empire – described by Ashley Jackson as ‘the world’s largest political entity, a powerful military and strategic alliance, and an economic bloc’ – could not help making enemies. Gibraltar was a key imperial fortress and its four foes in 1940 – France, Spain, Italy, Germany – had their own empires and their own imperial ambitions. Britons had been fighting Frenchmen and Spaniards for centuries and were now confronting Germans and Italians too.

         A look at the map explains why the British were here, and why other empires wanted to drive them out. The peninsula of Gibraltar is at the key maritime choke point where two huge continental land masses almost meet and two great bodies of water do not quite mingle. This location, on what an eighteenth-century commentator called ‘the greatest Thoroughfare of Trade and Commerce in the World’, at the crossroads of traffic between Europe and Africa, between the Atlantic and the Mediterranean, has given a very small spur of land great strategic significance in imperial power play.

         The actual Rock of Gibraltar is a chunk of Jurassic limestone, folded by such tectonic violence that some geologists thought it might be upside down. It stands on the north side of a fissure probably carved over five million years ago by what is termed the Zanclean Deluge, when the western ocean poured through the gap between Europe and Africa to fill up the desiccated basin of the middle sea. The mouth formed by this cataclysm has a southern as well as a northern lip: in the ancient world the two promontories were known as the Pillars of Melkart to the Phoenicians, the Pillars of Herakles to the Greeks and Romans. In the latter story, the mythical hero and strongman Herakles, or Hercules, pulled Africa and Europe apart with his bare hands. In tearing open the Fretum Herculeum, the ‘Herculean Channel’, he squeezed up Mons Abyla with one fist and formed Mons Calpe with the other. Today we call these two headlands Ceuta and Gibraltar, and the turbulent channel between them the Strait of Gibraltar or el Estrecho de Gibraltar.

         The Rock has seen the ebb and flow of many empires over thousands of human (and hominin) lifetimes. ‘Neanderthal Man’ should really be ‘Gibraltar Woman’, because the very first known skull of our human ancestor was found in Forbes Quarry in Gibraltar, eight years before another similar cranium was discovered in 1856 in Germany’s Neander Valley, which gained the honour of naming the Neanderthals. A rock engraving found in 2012 in Gorham’s Cave at the southern end of Gibraltar, with lines carefully scored into rock and cross-hatched, seems to prove the Neanderthals’ capacity for abstract thought. Gibraltar may have been the last European redoubt of Neanderthal hominins fleeing southward from the ice around forty thousand years ago.

         The Phoenician and Roman name for the limestone peninsula was Calpe. The name ‘Gibraltar’ resulted from the Moorish conquest of Spain that began in AD 711. Landing there from Africa, the Berber chief Tarik ibn Zeyad called the prominent Rock after himself, Jebel-el-Tarik (Tarik’s Mountain). The Moors held Gibraltar for 750 years, but the twelfth-century Moorish castle that still stands on the northwest shoulder is all that now remains of their ‘City of Victory’. When the Spanish took the rocky outcrop back in the fifteenth century they hispanicised the place name to ‘Gibraltar’, though the earliest English seamen through the strait tacked closer to the Arabic version of the name, spelling it ‘Jerbolter’ or ‘Jubalterra’. George Macaulay Trevelyan considered that AD 711 was when

         Gibraltar’s human history began, summarising thus:

         
            The Phoenicians, when they first sailed into history, used the Rock as a seamark, but their trading stations were on the mainland. For two thousand years the northern Pillar of Hercules was famous in the talk of seafaring folk, but was seldom trodden by the foot of man. The Roman saw no use in it. Even the Viking passed it by. Wild beasts roamed its steep jungle, and spirits were said to haunt there.

         

         That ‘jungle’ was evergreen oak, pine and Mediterranean scrub of wild olive, buckthorn and turpentine. The ‘beasts’ included wild boar, red deer, foxes, rabbits, snakes and lizards. Gibraltar’s ‘Barbary apes’ are actually tailless monkeys, Macaca sylvanus, introduced by humans from Morocco.* In the eighteenth century, macaques warred with the raptors who also nested on the Rock. The monkeys stole eagle eggs and the eagles feasted on baby monkey. Humans cut down most of the trees for firewood and fuel in their sieges, and goats and cattle scavenged the rest of the aromatic shrubbery.

         British strategic interest in the Strait of Gibraltar began some nine hundred years after Tarik ibn Zeyad, with sea battles in the Anglo-Spanish War of the 1590s. In the seventeenth century, Barbary pirates out of Algiers and Tunis (some of them English renegades) played havoc with Mediterranean trade routes, threatening London’s supply of coffee. James I sent out a punitive expedition in 1620, and the Protector Oliver Cromwell considered seizing Gibraltar from Spain.

         Actual taking of territory in the area began after the Restoration of King Charles II, when the nearby Atlantic port of Tangier came into English possession in the dowry of the Portuguese Catherine of Braganza on her marriage to Charles in 1661. English occupation of Moroccan soil was brief, although ‘TANGIER 1662–1680’ became the earliest ‘battle honour’ of the standing army, and the word ‘tangerine’ crept into the English language. The English abandoned the port of Tangier itself in 1685 – but not before the Admiralty had glimpsed the strategic potential of Gibraltar as the key to the Mediterranean.

         In 1700, Carlos II, the last Habsburg king of Spain, died disabled, deranged and devoid of issue. The War of the Spanish Succession (1702–13) followed over who was to inherit his global empire, a dynastic fight between two royal cousins, an Austrian Habsburg, Archduke Charles, and a French Bourbon, Philippe d’Anjou, who was backed by his grandfather, the ‘Sun King’ Louis XIV of France. The prospect of France and Spain uniting as a Catholic superpower threatened Protestant England and Holland, so they joined an alliance supporting the Austrian claim.

         The commander-in-chief of the combined Dutch and English forces in Europe was John Churchill, who was made the first Duke of Marlborough in 1702. Although the French and the Spanish had the largest land armies in Europe, Marlborough outmanoeuvred them to achieve four great victories in five years – Blenheim, Ramillies, Oudenarde and Malplaquet.

         Early in 1704, the testy English admiral Sir George Rooke sailed his second task force into the Mediterranean. Rooke had reasons to be grumpy: his wife had just died, he was a martyr to gout and his mission was going wrong. Finding Cádiz too well defended to attack, Rooke decided to capture Gibraltar, which was manned by a tiny Spanish garrison.

         On Friday 21 July 1704 (OS)† a squadron of sixteen English and six Dutch warships under Admiral Sir George Byng sailed into the bay and anchored in line abreast opposite Gibraltar’s western seafront defences. At the same time, nineteen hundred English and four hundred Dutch marines under Prince George of Hesse were landed on the sandy isthmus in the north. The prince summoned the Spanish governor, Don Diego de Salinas, to surrender. He defiantly declined to do so, although he had only a few score fighting men and several hundred civilian militia who were already beginning to melt away like the morning dew. 

         At five o’clock in the bright blue morning of Sunday 23 July Admiral Byng’s ships began bombarding the city’s fortifications, although the gunners often could not see through the voluminous white clouds of gunpowder smoke. Then Byng sent in two naval landing parties in longboats, rowing through a vile slick of effluent from the ships’ heads and the town’s sewers to storm the breached castle by the southern mole. The party under Captain William Jumper took the southern fortification and ran up the Union Jack; it is called Jumper’s Bastion to this day.

         By Monday, the situation of the besieged defenders was untenable. Gibraltar was under marine musket fire from the north and naval bombardment from the west. Many Gibraltarian civilians had retreated to the Upper Rock, out of range of the shelling, while some wives and children fled to the Catholic shrine of Our Lady of Europa at the flatter southern end of the peninsula. There, in English accounts, the officers held their men back from rape and robbery, but according to the Spaniard Ignacio López de Ayala there was no such restraint, and Gibraltarians had to avenge their womenfolk by knifing English rapists and dropping their bodies down wells or sewers. The governor, Don Diego, was forced to capitulate and make terms.

         Under these, there was to be no change in the religion or laws of Gibraltar. Those who swore allegiance to Charles III could stay, with the same privileges and rights as before. Only two dozen Gibraltarian families, some seventy people, chose to remain. About four thousand refugees left, decamping to San Roque nearby and other parts of Spain, led by priests who assured them that the French would soon drive the heretics out. The English looted all their Catholic churches save one, and despoiled their sacred shrines. The statue of Our Lady of Europa, which every passing Catholic ship dipped its colours to, was thrown unceremoniously into the surf, together with the beheaded baby Jesus. English imperialism of the day meant Protestantism and plunder.

         The War of the Spanish Succession rolled on. In August, there was an all-day sea battle between the English and French fleets off Vélez-Málaga, the largest naval engagement of the war. Battleships and war galleys pounded each other into an exhausted stalemate; hundreds of sailors died before both fleets retreated.

         Gibraltar had fallen to Anglo-Dutch forces and now the Mediterranean started to become a British lake. After previous raids on Spanish territory, the English ‘pirates’ usually went home. Not this time. The enclave on the Rock would grow into a gall on Andalusia: a citadel, a foreign colony, a nest of commerce and capitalism, a port of free trade. As Thackeray put it: ‘Gibraltar is the great British depot for smuggling goods into the Peninsula.’

         Spain made ferocious assaults to take the place back in 1704 and 1705, but the defences, sometimes manned by Royal Marines, held.‡ The French won the War of the Spanish Succession in the sense that the Bourbon Philippe d’Anjou got the crown and became Su Majestad Felipe V, Rey Católica de España, but they also lost. The spoils of war were sorted out in the 1713–14 Treaties of Utrecht. Following the 1706–7 Acts of Union the now united ‘Kingdom of Great Britain’ legally acquired ‘the full and entire propriety of the Town and Castle of Gibraltar, together with the Port, Fortifications and Forts thereunto belonging …’

         Article X of the Treaty of Peace and Friendship between Great Britain and Spain, signed in Utrecht on 13 July 1713, stated: ‘Her Britannic Majesty [Queen Anne], at the request of the Catholic King, does consent and agree, that no leave shall be given under any pretence whatsoever, either to Jews or Moors, to reside or have their dwelling in the said Town of Gibraltar …’ London would keep asking if this condition was being met and Gibraltar would keep demurring. The reality was that the garrison and fortress could not keep going without both Jews and Moors. They were under the protection of the Emperor of Fez and Morocco, who only allowed besieged Gibraltar to import fresh food, provisions and building materials like timber and bricks from the Barbary Shore on the proviso that the place be open to all his subjects. From 1712 to 1717, the Jews from Tetuán had a synagogue in what is now Gibraltar’s Bomb House Lane. A 1721 treaty with the emperor granted his subjects, ‘whether Moors or Jews’, exactly the same privileges in British dominions as those ‘granted to the English residing in Barbary’. The fact that this directly contradicted the Treaty of Utrecht was an anomaly that Gibraltar was happy to live with. Other dissidents escaping from intolerance also began gravitating to Gibraltar, ‘the asylum of people of all nations who expatriate themselves for their country’s good’, as the nineteenth-century traveller Richard Ford tartly remarked. 

         
            *

         

         Secure on the territory it had seized, Britain could now open the door to the Mediterranean. Gibraltar, as the journalist Tommy Bowles quipped, was the hook on which the key hung. The Rock became the portal for the Royal Navy’s expansion of the British Empire eastwards through space and time: Gibraltar in 1704, Minorca in 1708, Malta in 1800, Corfu in 1814, Cyprus in 1878, and Egypt with the Suez Canal in 1882.

         The American War of Independence, which began in 1775, was a military disaster for the British Empire. Among all the setbacks and surrenders, Gibraltar remained invincible, withstanding what is still called ‘the Great Siege’, actually its fourteenth, between 21 June 1779 and 3 February 1783. French and Spanish forces assailed the Rock for an incredible three years, seven months and twelve days, and the defending governor, General Eliott, proved an outstanding leader. ‘Stout old Eliott’ (as G. M. Trevelyan called him) inspired his garrison of 7500 men and 3000 civilians while holding off at least 35,000 French and Spanish soldiers, who attacked Gibraltar with fireships, bombardments and infantry.

         Initially finding Gibraltar’s civilian engineers ‘indolent, drunken, disorderly and over-paid’, teetotal Eliott created a company of ‘soldier artificers’ drawn from willing volunteers in the Gibraltar garrison. These forefathers of the British army’s Royal Engineers built the King’s Bastion, a blunt arrowhead of a fortress jutting west into the Bay of Gibraltar, and during the siege, under their top NCO, the Cornish ex-miner Sergeant Major Henry Ince, dug tunnels through the limestone to shoot down on the enemy from halfway up Devil’s Tower bluff at the northern end of the Rock.

         When peace came early in 1783 Governor Eliott was given the Order of the Bath and elevated to the peerage as first Baron Heathfield of Gibraltar. Seagulls now perch on the head of his noble bust that stands prominent in Gibraltar’s Alameda Gardens. Eliott had ensured that Spain did not become a French province nor the Mediterranean a French lake. Captain John Drinkwater’s non-fiction History of the Late Siege of Gibraltar, first published in 1785, went through four editions in five years and made its author a small fortune. Drinkwater returned to Gibraltar and started building the Garrison Library in 1793. (This was for British officers only: Gibraltarian civilians had to found their own Exchange and Commercial Library in 1817.)

         
            *

         

         In the years after the Great Siege, Gibraltar’s population swelled. The place became an entrepôt for legitimate trade and illicit smuggling as well as a byword for squalor, drunkenness and disease. ‘Yellow Jack’ and malaria raged intermittently. Ill-disciplined soldiers stupefied themselves with ‘blackstrap’ or other raw drink in the ninety or so grogshops crammed into the wynds, alleys and steep ‘ramps’ of the Upper Town. Corruption ruled. Governor O’Hara – ‘the Cock of the Rock’ – ignored public intoxication because he received a major cut of all alcohol sold.

         The Duke of Kent (Queen Victoria’s father) began unpopular but much-needed reforms when he became governor in 1802, but the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, en route to Malta in April 1804, still recoiled from the stink of the drains, the ‘degraded’ Spaniards and Moorish ‘wretches’. (He did enjoy the yellow broom in flower and the ‘perfect Gothic Extravaganza’ of the stalactites in St Michael’s Cave, reminding him of the ‘caverns measureless to man’ he had already written about in ‘Kubla Khan’.) Lord Byron, spotted scowling in the Garrison Library by John Galt in 1809, found Gibraltar ‘the dirtiest and most detestable spot in existence’.

         When Napoleon made his foolish decision to invade Spain, Gibraltar did very well out of it. In the Peninsular War of 1807–14, British and Portuguese forces under the Duke of Wellington eventually drove the French Grande Armée out, assisted by bandit armies of Spanish guerrilleros who ambushed French convoys, with all the atrocious cruelties that Francisco Goya depicted in Los Desastres de la Guerra. Genoese entrepreneurs fleeing the French armies set up shop in the British peninsula, bypassing Cádiz and trading with Spain’s disaffected American colonies. There was serious money to be made from prize ships captured in naval warfare, and work in the Royal Navy dockyards.

         Some of Admiral Horatio Nelson’s fleet resupplied at Gibraltar before sailing out to do battle with the Napoleonic navy off the Spanish coast on 21 October 1805. His last signal read ‘Engage the enemy more closely’ as he led his twenty-seven ships head on against thirty-three French and Spanish vessels off Cape Trafalgar. As he walked on the quarterdeck of Victory in the pell-mell battle, one-eyed, one-armed Nelson was shot by a sniper firing down from the mizzen-top of the French ship Redoubtable grappled alongside. He died painfully about three hours later, saying: ‘Thank God, I have done my duty.’ His grieving crew transported his corpse back to Rosia Bay in Gibraltar in a barrel of Spanish brandy. Nelson’s final triumph at Trafalgar was a world scoop for the Gibraltar Chronicle, and marked the start of his posthumous celebrity.§

         In Victorian and Edwardian days Gibraltar became well known as ‘the Rock’. Other nicknames – the Gate, the Key, the Lock, the Keeper, the Watchdog, the Guardian, the Sentinel of the Mediterranean – marked it as a pillar of empire. Its profile appeared on colourful tea-towels, tin trays and china plates. Many troopships called in at Gibraltar on their way to and from imperial wars. Between 1815 and 1904, the British army took part in thirty-three overseas campaigns, fighting Abyssinians and Afghans, Boers and Burmese, Ceylonese and Chinese, violently pacifying Maoris, Tibetans and Zulus. A hundred Gibraltarian muleteers earned the Anglo-Egyptian medal with ‘Suakin 1885’ clasp for their work as porters of military equipment in the fight against Sudanese Dervishes.

         In 1855, the dauntless Jamaican-born sutler Mary Seacole was surprised to hear her name called out in the marketplace in Gibraltar. ‘Why, bless my soul, old fellow, if this is not our good old Mother Seacole!’ She turned to find two invalided officers from the 48th Regiment of Foot who had often been fed at her house in Kingston in the Caribbean, now hard to recognise beneath the thick beards they had grown in the Crimean War. Mrs Seacole was en route to the front in order to set up the British Hotel near Balaclava, ‘a mess-table and comfortable quarters for sick and convalescent officers’. In her next stopover in Malta, a British doctor would give her an introduction to Florence Nightingale at Scutari.

         Mark Twain arrived in a party of North American tourists on board SS Quaker City in 1867 and described the Rock in chapter 7 of The Innocents Abroad: ‘everywhere you choose to look, Gibraltar is clad with masonry and bristling with guns’.

         
            There is an English garrison at Gibraltar of 6000 or 7000 men, and so uniforms of flaming red are plenty; and red and blue, and undress costumes of snowy white, and also the queer uniform of the bare-kneed Highlander; and one sees soft-eyed Spanish girls from San Roque, and veiled Moorish beauties (I suppose they are beauties) from Tarifa, and turbaned, sashed and trousered Moorish merchants from Fez, and long-robed, bare-legged, ragged Mohammedan vagabonds from Tetouan and Tangier, some brown, some yellow and some as black as virgin ink – and Jews from all around, in gaberdine, skull-cap and slippers, just as they are in pictures and theatres and just as they were three thousand years ago, no doubt.

         

         Gibraltar saw every kind of sea-going vessel because by the end of the nineteenth century Britannia did indeed rule the waves. The Royal Navy – ‘the shield of Empire’ to popular newspapers – was then the world’s largest; British merchant shipping carried 60 per cent of world trade; and Gibraltar became an important coaling station for steamships whose engineered propulsion meant they could ignore the peninsula’s peculiar winds that caused problems in the age of sail. By the 1880s, between fifteen and twenty vessels a day were bunkering in Gibraltar, refuelled by Maltese coalheavers. Common names in Gibraltar like Azzopardi, Borg, Caruana, Mifsud and Zammit attest to Maltese ancestry.

         The Suez Canal opened at the end of 1869 and was a boon to the British. By Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee year, 1887, the British India Steam Navigation Company (BI) and the Pacific and Oriental Steam Navigation Company (P&O) were among the shipping lines carrying thousands of passengers along ‘all-red routes’, named for the colour that marked British territories on the map of the world. The British Empire covered nine million square miles and contained over 300 million people. One key British-controlled all-red route was broken into passages of roughly a thousand nautical miles each: Portsmouth to Gibraltar; Gibraltar to Malta; Malta to Port Said, and then, via the Suez Canal which Prime Minister Anthony Eden once described as ‘the swing door of the British Empire’, another thousand nautical miles to Aden. From there, the itinerary either dropped south towards British East Africa and Cape Colony in South Africa or led east towards India, Ceylon, Burma, and the trading ports of Singapore and Hong Kong, as well as the white settler dominions of Australasia. Travellers on this route always looked out for the Rock.

         Entrepreneurs took advantage of the new opportunities and markets that easier travel opened up. Few were as enterprising as the Hindu merchants from the city of Hyderabad, ninety miles northeast of Karachi in Sind, then in British India and now part of Pakistan. These adaptable bania saw the whole world as their market. Family firms sent out hawker-scouts on long-distance voyages from Bombay to find niches along the shipping routes where small businesses could establish a foothold, and then sent stock and staff to make them flourish in places like Aden, Port Said, Alexandria, Cyprus, Malta and, of course, Gibraltar.

         By March 1938 there were 129 British Indians living on the Rock, running twenty-six shops along Main Street. It is possible that the very first Sindwork shop opened in Waterport Street as far back as the 1860s. Other Hyderabad family firms such as D. Chellaram, J. T. Chandia and Pohoomull Brothers followed in the 1870s and 1880s, selling silks, shawls, lace, oriental curios and brass and silver knick-knacks to tourists. In 1916, Bulchand & Sons and Khemchand & Sons were the first ‘Indian Bazaar and Curio Stores’ to join the Gibraltar Chamber of Commerce. But by then, the merchants’ legal status had changed. From the beginning of the twentieth century, as British subjects not born in Gibraltar but only allowed to reside there, the Indians were deemed ‘Statutory Aliens’ and suffered the same sort of prejudices here as Jews did elsewhere. Stephen Constantine has pointed out that ‘Statutory Alien’ was the lawyerly term used to soften the frankly racist Aliens Order Extension Order of June 1900 which allowed the governor to expel any person judged ‘undesirable’. Why was this happening? As the Rock was growing in naval and military importance, Whitehall was on the lookout for possible threats to that development. ‘We take it as an admitted principle’, said an 1889 British government report, ‘that no person, whether British subject or an alien, has an absolute right to enter or remain in the Fortress of Gibraltar contrary to the wishes and commands of the Crown and its Officers.’

         
            *

         

         The pound sterling became legal tender in Gibraltar on 1 October 1898, replacing Spanish coinage; the money that HM Government invested is further evidence of the strategic importance of the Rock. Between 1895 and 1905, a great new harbour and dockyard was constructed, covering over three hundred acres of Gibraltar Bay. There were three new moles, with piers and moorings, as well as three graving docks for the Royal Navy’s biggest battleships, with cranes, workshops and forges. It was pointed out that this £11,000,000 investment (approximately £1.2 billion today) was vulnerable to hostile shelling from the hills on the Spanish mainland, but the objection was confidently overruled. As a concession, the oil tanks were moved to the eastern side of the Rock and the thousand-yard Admiralty Tunnel was cut straight through the limestone to link Sandy Bay on the east side of the peninsula to the works.

         Gibraltar is parched in summer, so between 1898 and 1928 six huge water reservoirs were also carved inside the limestone rock. On the eastern slope of scree breccia and windblown dunes above Sandy Bay they constructed a ‘water catchment area’ covering fourteen acres. Timber piles driven deep into the steep slope held a wooden framework to which hundreds of sheets of galvanised corrugated iron were screwed. (When ants ate the timber, they imported British Empire teak.) Fresh rainwater could then run down the sheets, whitened with slaked lime, into a channel feeding the giant tanks inside. The four reservoirs holding five million gallons of water were impressive enough for King George V and Queen Mary to pay them a dutiful visit on 30 January 1912, returning from the Coronation Durbar in India.

         Bad drains had plagued Gibraltar: improving its public health raised its status. An attempt at moral cleansing, also, followed the Great War (in which seventy-six Gibraltarians joined the British armed forces, half a dozen died on active service and some four hundred patrolled the Rock in the Gibraltar Volunteer Corps). In January 1922, Governor Smith-Dorrien expelled over a hundred Spanish prostitutes from Serruya’s Lane (a name whitewashed to New Passage in modern Gibraltar). The women were pushed across the Spanish border to La Línea, to ply their trade in the brothels on Calle Gibraltar or ‘Gib Street’.¶

         When the British Empire pioneered telecommunications, Gibraltar was at the heart of it. By 1870, Birmingham could communicate with Bombay by telegraph, in messages pulsed in Morse code along undersea trunk lines of copper wires sheathed in gutta percha. The cable ran from Cornwall to Portugal and then onwards via the Rock of Gibraltar through the Mediterranean, the Suez Canal, the Red Sea and across the Indian Ocean. By 1887, the year after Gibraltar got its first telephone exchange, the Rock was one of sixty-four stations along the Eastern Telegraph’s 22,400-mile cable network.

         In December 1901, Guglielmo Marconi bounced the first radio signal (three dots: ‘S’ in Morse code) 1700 miles over the Atlantic, from Poldhu in Cornwall to Signal Hill in Newfoundland. By 1903, a wireless-equipped warship could steam from Portsmouth to Gibraltar receiving Poldhu transmissions all the way. In 1906, the Admiralty set up Morse radio transmitters with a thousand-mile range at Gibraltar, Portsmouth and Cleethorpes. On the Rock, the Royal Navy took over the ship monitoring and signal station of Lloyd’s Register of Shipping at Windmill Hill, just north of Europa Point, four hundred feet above sea level. The transmitters were converted to high power in 1909, so the Admiralty in London could directly control the fleet at sea.

         
            *

         

         The exercise of sea power, as the narrative historian Barbara Tuchman pointed out, can be as unconscious an activity as breathing oxygen or speaking prose. It took an American naval officer, Captain Alfred Thayer Mahan, to formulate the process. The impact of his classic book, The Influence of Sea Power on History 1660–1783, published in 1890, was enormous in his day. The book stated the obvious – who masters the sea commands the stage – but said it so persuasively that it affected global geopolitics. ‘In isolating and describing a great historical fact,’ Tuchman observed, ‘[Mahan] himself made history.’ 

         Admiral Mahan’s big idea galvanised imperialism. It boosted the USA’s turn to empire in the 1890s, and provided the rationale behind the annexation of Hawaii, the development of the Panama Canal and the seizure of Cuba and the Philippines in the 1898 Spanish-American War. ‘Take up the White Man’s burden –’, exhorted the imperialist Rudyard Kipling in a poem for the Americans soon after,

         
            
               
                  And reap his old reward:

                  The blame of those ye better,

                  The hate of those ye guard –

               

            

         

         The Influence of Sea Power on History was also avidly studied in East Asia. Imperial Japan built a powerful fleet to strike at Imperial Russia in 1904. Although China was occupied and fragmented, Chinese nationalists like Sun Yat Sen dreamed of a maritime strategy for the future, only now being achieved in the twenty-first century with China’s creation of a ‘blue water’ fleet for the People’s Liberation Army (Navy) and huge new island bases in the South China Sea. ‘Seapower is the lifeline of China’s market economy,’ wrote a Chinese academic in an article on Mahan in 2011, and President Xi Jinping has pledged to make China a global naval power.

         In the nineteenth century, Imperial Britain was mad for Mahan because the admiral flattered British pride in their maritime empire. In 1893, Mahan dined with Queen Victoria and the British Prime Minister, William Gladstone, and he was awarded honorary degrees by both Oxford and Cambridge in the same week. ‘Command of the sea is everything,’ young Winston Churchill told his mother in 1896.

         Early in the book, Captain Mahan pointed out the importance of the seizure of Gibraltar in 1704. The severing of Spain’s Atlantic naval base at Cádiz in the west from its Mediterranean naval base at Cartagena in the east effectively crippled Spanish sea power. ‘It is a bridle in the mouth of Spain and Barbary,’ Richard Ford had observed of Gibraltar fifty years before Mahan.

         At the end of the nineteenth century, however, a new power was rising. Imperial Germany emerged in 1871 from the unification of twenty-seven German-speaking territories as a vigorous industrial prodigy under its Iron Chancellor, Otto von Bismarck. But when the mentally unstable Wilhelm II unexpectedly became Kaiser in 1888 he wanted to run things his own impetuous way, especially abroad. Captain Mahan’s ideas inspired Wilhelm to think globally: he was fascinated by the growth of the United States and Japan, and coined ‘die gelbe Gefahr’, ‘the yellow peril’, a racist term for the Chinese. A grandson of Queen Victoria, the big-moustached Kaiser wanted to emulate Britain by having a large navy and lots of faraway colonies in the Pacific and Africa. Wilhelm II ordered copies of Mahan’s book for every ship in the German fleet, and started building three dozen battleships. In 1906, Britain produced HMS Dreadnought, the new ‘all big gun’ battleship armed with ten twelve-inch guns and fast turbine engines, starting ‘the dreadnought race’ for giant battleships.

         
            *

         

         A dispute over the Strait of Gibraltar had nearly ignited the Great War of 1914–18 ten years earlier. Germany wanted a colony on the shores of the Mediterranean and objected strongly to France being given a free hand in Morocco, seeing it as a conspiracy by existing members of the imperial club to block its own ambitions there. It was as though the Italians and the British had agreed that the French could put their towels on all the Moroccan loungers, which the Germans hoped would be their ‘place in the sun’.

         At the end of March 1905, Kaiser Wilhelm II made an inflammatory speech in Tangier in favour of Moroccan independence, and Germany threatened war against France. No one wanted another Franco-Prussian War like that of 1870–1 when Paris was besieged and so much blood was shed. At the beginning of 1906, twelve nations gathered in the south of Spain for a three-month peace conference at Algeciras, actually just ‘a milestone on the road to Armageddon’, as Winston Churchill later remarked.

         The delegates all met in the brand new, British-designed-and-owned Reina Cristina Hotel in Algeciras, looking across to the leonine silhouette of Gibraltar. In the bay in between, the great, grey warships of the Royal Navy’s Atlantic and Mediterranean Fleets lay at anchor. As Nelson’s old dictum put it: ‘A fleet of British ships of war are the greatest negotiators in Europe.’ Representatives of the future ‘Entente Alliance’ of France, Britain, Russia, the United States and their supporters (which included Spain and Italy) squared up to diplomats from the future ‘Central Powers’ of Germany and Austro-Hungary. The Allies won. After US President Teddy Roosevelt leaned on him, the German emperor backed down; the Sultanate of Morocco would henceforth be policed and ‘protected’ by France and Spain.

         In March 1912, France established a protectorate over the whole of Morocco, conceding to Spain in November of that year a small northern coastal strip, ‘the bone of the Moroccan cutlet’, henceforth known as Spanish Morocco. In 1923, British diplomats ensured that Tangier became an ‘international zone’ run by a committee drawn from six nations – Belgium, Britain, France, Italy, Portugal and Spain – so no single foreign power could plant its guns at the mouth of the Mediterranean and threaten the Strait of Gibraltar.

         
            * The Mediterranean ‘Barbary Coast’ stretches west from Egypt to the Atlantic. The Arabs conquering North Africa called the people who lived in the Maghreb before them ‘Berbers’, following the Roman name ‘barbari’, barbarians. ‘Barbary apes’ and ‘Barbary steeds’ are essentially Moroccan.

            † The Old Style (OS) Julian calendar, used in England until 1752, was eleven days earlier than the New Style (NS) Gregorian calendar used on the continent. The Royal Navy at sea tended to follow the Old Style of home, whereas the British army, in land wars abroad, used New Style to conform with local allies. Thus 21 July 1704 (OS) was also 1 August (NS). Whichever date you prefer, it was summer, and searingly hot.

            ‡ Since 1827 the Royal Marines’ insignia has included GIBRALTAR as their sole battle honour above the globe and laurel and the motto per mare pre terram, by sea and by land. For the three hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the Corps in October 2014, Gibraltar gave a chunk of the Rock to stand as a memorial near the Royal Marines’ main training base at Lympstone in Devon.

            § A Miss Mdingane, a school teacher in the Eastern Cape of South Africa, gave a small boy called Rolihlahla the Christian name ‘Nelson’ on his first day of school in 1923. Perhaps she foresaw that young Nelson Mandela would become a heroic leader (see http://www.nelsonmandela.org/content/page/names).

            ¶ 1922 also saw the publication of Ulysses by James Joyce, a book which ends with Molly Bloom, born Marion Tweedy in Gibraltar, remembering the fig trees in the Alameda Gardens ‘and the jessamine and geraniums and cactuses and Gibraltar as a girl where I was a Flower of the mountain yes’, and under the Moorish wall the lingering memory of an erotic kiss.
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            Rifts in the Rock
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         Hierarchies of caste, class and race have been the scaffolding of empire. Monarchy and aristocracy tend to be at the top, trumping nationality, and producing curious effects over time. John Churchill became the Duke of Marlborough during the War of the Spanish Succession when Gibraltar was acquired for the British Empire. The duke’s most famous descendant was Sir Winston Churchill (who wrote his ancestor’s biography, Marlborough: His Life and Times, in the 1930s), and Marlborough’s most famous enemy, a brilliant general on the opposing Franco-Spanish side, was his own nephew, the first Duke of Berwick, illegitimate son of his sister Arabella and King James II of England. One descendant of this liaison, Don Jacobo Fitz-James Stuart y Falcó, tenth Duke of Berwick and seventeenth Duke of Alba, became General Franco’s ambassador to Great Britain from 1937 to 1945. Churchill’s personal relationship with the person he referred to as ‘my kinsman – Jimmy Alba’ tempered British policy towards Spain in the Second World War.

         On 31 May 1906, in the year of the Algeciras Treaty, King Alfonso XIII of Spain married the niece of King Edward VII of England, Princess Victoria Eugenie of Battenburg (known in Britain as Princess Ena). From a window, a Catalan anarchist called Mateu Morral lobbed a bomb in a bouquet of flowers down on the coach transporting the king and his new British bride along the crowded Calle Mayor in Madrid. Ena’s pearls and silk were spattered with the blood of horses and humans.

         
            *

         

         No such revolutionaries were allowed in Gibraltar, a smaller and more tightly controlled society where the hierarchies of class, caste and race were rigidly observed. A fortress first and a colony second, Gibraltar replicated the military and social mores of the British Empire. Gareth Stockey has described the virtual apartheid between the ‘English’ Gibraltar of the army and navy and the ‘Spanish’ Gibraltar of the civilian working class, with the two leading utterly separate lives and speaking different languages. But his history also describes Gibraltar’s ‘moneyed class’, who evaded this simple dichotomy. The millionaires rose to the top, of course. And wealthy Gibraltarians of varied Mediterranean ancestry, people who owned land and houses, made money from business, trade and industry and ran banking, shipping and other services, also bridged the great divide. The merchant class were allowed into ‘English’ society initially through Freemasonry (the first Masonic Lodge on Gibraltar was established in 1727), the Gibraltar Yacht Club (founded 1829), and through the extraordinary fox-hunting organisation which the Naval Review once called ‘the great institution of Gibraltar’.

         The Calpe Hunt, whose name derives from the Roman term for the Rock, dated back to Napoleonic times. It was founded in 1812 by the chaplain to the governor, Reverend Mackereth, and his lawyer friend Mr Relph, who used two hounds – Rockwood and Ranter – to flush the foxes out of the scrubby thickets of the Upper Rock. After French troops withdrew in 1813 from the Peninsular War, it became possible for Gibraltarians to extend the hunt northward, on horseback, deeper into Spain, in that part of the province of Cádiz known as el Campo de Gibraltar.* Blue-jacketed civilians were joined by army officers from the garrison and visiting naval officers in scarlet riding coats. They also invited their brother officers from the Spanish military based at Algeciras and San Roque to ride with them.

         The Campo was rough, dry country, with the added spice of bandits and robbers. There were pine woods, cork oak forests, crags and crannies, gorse and scrub. One rider said it was ‘full of ’ills and ’oles and very ’ard on ’orses’. The American war correspondent Richard Harding Davies told his mother in 1893: ‘There are no fences but the ground is one mass of rocks and cactus and ravines down which these English go with an ease that makes me tremble with admiration.’ As the Campo saw increased cultivation during the nineteenth century, the Calpe Hunt needed to negotiate with Spanish-speaking landowners and farmers. This is where the remarkable Larios dynasty of Gibraltar enters the story.

         
            *

         

         Gibraltar has always owed a lot to its enemies, who invigorate its economy with new blood. Among the unintentional gifts of Napoleon were waves of refugees from Genoa and Spain who saw the economic possibilities of a free port with access to the Atlantic and the Mediterranean. When Pablo Larios y las Héras (1755–1814) settled in Gibraltar in 1809 he started trading with Spain’s South American colonies, who were breaking away and becoming independent republics. The first Larios made a lot of money, which the next generation of the Larios family invested in other Andalusian businesses – gin and cotton in Málaga, sugar in Cádiz, cork in La Línea.

         Larios’s sons Manuel, Pablo and Martin started buying thousands of hectares in the Campo de Gibraltar, stretching into the cork oak forests of Almoraima and set up a large processing factory at La Línea, where a thousand workers produced sheets of cork and 100 million wine-bottle stoppers a year.

         Pablo Larios’s grandson, Pablo Antonio Larios y Tashara, spent the family’s wealth living large in Gibraltar. In 1875, he bought the Club House Hotel in the centre of town and transformed it into the grand Connaught House so Queen Victoria’s son Prince Arthur could live there for four months. He also hosted Arthur’s elder brother, the future King Edward VII, when he visited in April 1876. Three years later, the third Pablo Larios was killed by an out-of-control horse.

         The fourth Pablo, the original Pablo Larios’s great-grandson, Pablo Jerónimo Larios Sánchez de Piña (1865–1938), was horse-mad; jockey-racing at ten, hunting at eleven, taking up polo brilliantly at twenty, winning the Barcelona Derby at twenty-two and the Calpe Hunt Cup ten times. Pablo Larios shot boar, chamois, ibex, lynx, red deer, roe deer and wolf with a rifle, blasted red-legged partridge with a shotgun, chanced his arm at pig-sticking in Almoraima and was the first man to catch tunny with rod and line in the Strait of Gibraltar. His Ríos salmoneros de Asturias (1927) is authoritative on Spanish fly-fishing. Aged only twenty-six, he was elected Master of the Calpe Hunt in 1891. This was most unusual because by tradition the Master was a garrison officer and the hounds were kennelled in Gibraltar, but wealthy Pablo Larios owned vast tracts of land over which the hunt could flow.

         In August 1901, thirty-six-year-old Pablo Larios married Pepita, his second cousin once removed, whose full name was Josefa Fernández de Villavicencio Crooke Corral y Larios. In 1910, she inherited a family title, Marchioness of Marzales. In the Spanish way, Larios as her husband now styled himself ‘Marqués de Marzales’. In 1903 the Larioses built a British-style, Queen Anne revival house at el cortijo de Guadacorte, their 750-hectare estate overlooking the Strait of Gibraltar. The family grafted the society and lifestyle of the British Rock onto the southern Spanish landowning aristocracy. When Edward VII became the first British monarch ever to visit Gibraltar in April 1903, Pablo and Pepita dined with him at the Convent,† the governor’s house, a former Franciscan convent in the middle of the city, and lunched on the royal yacht Victoria and Albert. The king (in field marshal’s uniform) was driven round the town and out to the North Front to see the Calpe Hunt hounds out at exercise from their kennels.

         In 1906, Pablo Larios achieved a unique double: he managed to get both King Alfonso XII of Spain and King Edward VII of England to agree to become joint patrons of the Gibraltar fox hunt. So, on 9 April 1906, with new silver buttons sporting double crowns, the Calpe Hunt became the Royal Calpe Hunt.

         The social glory lingered, but in the downturn after the First World War, the Larios money leaked away. Lavish overspending and a disastrous series of fires at the factory in La Línea, in which thousands of tons of cork went up in smoke, meant that Connaught House had to be sold in 1920. (It is now Gibraltar’s City Hall.) The Guadacorte cortijo was sold in 1929, and the Larios landholding company, Sociedad Industrial y Agrícola de Guadiaro, was snapped up by the ruthless millionaire Juan March.† Although Pablo Larios retired to his house in Algeciras, he refused to resign as Master of the Royal Calpe Hunt even when he turned sixty-five in 1930 and his eyesight and hearing were going.

         Larios’s refusal to stand down infuriated the Governor of Gibraltar, General Sir Alexander Godley, also known as ‘Lord God’, a teetotal stickler with a face as gaunt as a drainage spade. Stiff-necked Godley annoyed the navy by ordering all attending race meetings at North Front to wear bowler hats, though few naval officers packed such headgear to go to sea. He was not amused when sailors came ashore in cut-out pretend bowlers of every shape and size.

         After a disastrous farmers’ lunch at a point-to-point when everybody wanted to sit at Larios’s table rather than his, the governor conceived a violent antipathy to Pablo Larios, and plotted to remove him as Master of Fox Hounds in 1932. The Royal Calpe Hunt followers then split into two camps, known as ‘the Godley’ and ‘the Un-Godley’, and Godley wrote a poisonous letter about Larios to King George V. 

         The king had heard the other side of the Royal Calpe Hunt dispute, so General Sir Charles Harington arrived as the new governor in October 1933 with royal instructions ‘to put it right’. For the first season, he did nothing and the hunt had few places to go because Larios and his farmer friends forbade access to their lands. ‘Gibraltar is a most difficult place to handle,’ Harington wrote miserably. ‘No man will ever lead it. It is all in little cliques who are jealous of each other and fight about everything … I have certainly spent the unhappiest year of my career here. Everyone could be so happy but they just won’t be. They prefer to quarrel.’

         It took a sensible woman, Mrs Peatt, married to the hunt’s vet, to come up with a brilliant solution to this war of male amour propre. Why not make the new governor’s cheerful wife, Gladys Harington – a jolly, banjo-playing, red-haired Irishwoman whom everyone called ‘Paddy’ – the joint Master of Fox Hounds with sixty-nine-year-old Pablo Larios? This was agreed and honour was finally satisfied.

         
            *

         

         Gibraltar was far too small to sustain the military/aristocratic lifestyle on its own; the rocky peninsula could not even feed itself as the good land all lay to the north in the Campo de Gibraltar on the Spanish mainland. The need for flat ground had led the British garrison to expand into the 1500-yard sandy isthmus that lies between the Rock and the Campo. This was where the British marines had landed to seize Gibraltar in July 1704; according to the Treaty of Utrecht the isthmus was meant to be neutral. The British had pushed slowly pushed their line northward, starting with a yellow-fever quarantine camp in 1815, then a rubbish dump in 1845. Mark Twain wrote in 1869 that Gibraltar was

         
            … pushed out into the sea on the end of a flat, narrow strip of land, and is suggestive of a ‘gob’ of mud on the end of a shingle. A few hundred yards of this flat ground at its base belongs to the English, and then, extending across the strip from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean, a distance of a quarter of a mile, comes the ‘Neutral Ground’, a space two or three hundred yards wide, which is free to both parties.

         

         But to protect their gain of half a mile, in 1908 the British erected a nine-foot-high iron fence across the isthmus, with a gate.

         Gibraltar’s isthmus was a peaceful, even bucolic place in the 1930s, with cows grazing in Governor’s Meadow, and shady trees in Victoria Gardens. It was the Rock’s place of recreation. The North Front was not fortified; it had no siege lines, entrenchments or gun pits, because there had been no warfare here for more than a century and a half. Below the sheer face of Devil’s Tower, beyond the cemeteries, lay the sports grounds for cricket and rugby and football, the cattle sheds, the Calpe Hunt kennels and the Gibraltar Jockey Club’s horse-racing track and grandstand.

         Beyond the British Lines, a well-trodden road led across a bare patch of neutral ground to the Spanish frontier and the border town, La Línea de la Concepción, which had grown in symbiosis with Gibraltar. It took its name from la línea de contravalación, the chain of eighteenth-century fortifications in the early anti-British sieges, but La Línea’s economy had become entwined with Gibraltar’s. When Henry Buckley, the Daily Telegraph correspondent in Spain, drove down to the Rock in 1935, he collected on the way his American journalist friend Jay Allen of the Chicago Daily Tribune, then living up the coast in the village of Torremolinos, trying to write books. Buckley observed:

         
            Gibraltar is a strange place, and so English. Tea rooms everywhere. Steak-and-kidney pudding, with the temperature at ninety in the shade … There is nothing Spanish about Gibraltar; it is just a small transplanted bit of England. Jay wanted to know how the soldiers amused themselves and were there any licensed houses on the Rock where they could go. But we were told for that purpose leave was given to go to the small town of La Linea. 

         

         However, in the 1930s La Línea was not just where British soldiers and matelots went for sex in the brothels of ‘Gib Street’, Calle Gibraltar. There was much greater legitimate traffic heading the other way. La Línea evolved as the working-class district of Gibraltar, home to people who worked on the Rock every day but could not actually live there because of overcrowding in the slummy ‘ramps’ of the Upper Town. Every morning, thousands of Andalusian men and women walked from Spain across the Neutral Ground and the isthmus to go and work in British territory. There were no great formalities at the border, little paperwork to impede the regular ebb and flow of Spanish people in solid employment with regular wages in Gibraltar. Hundreds went to the docks to work as labourers, and other tradesmen for jobs with the army or branches of the colonial government. There were leathery men driving donkey carts carrying milk and water, fruit and vegetables, fish and meat. Many women worked as cleaners, cooks, seamstresses, shop assistants, maids and waitresses. La Línea and Gibraltar depended on each other like an old married couple. The Spanish town and country fed and watered the British colony of Gibraltar, and many Gibraltarians had property in the Campo, where there was room to breathe and grow things. ‘Spain was open,’ wrote Governor Harington of the peaceful years, ‘and everyone was able to ride and motor in that beautiful country: the greater part of Gibraltar used to go into Spain on Sundays for bathing and picnics.’

         La Línea was very much a working-class Republican town: 98.6 per cent had voted for the Republican–Socialist coalition in June 1931, and 90 per cent for the left-wing Popular Front in the Spanish general election of February 1936. La Línea’s workers were strongly unionised and felt class solidarity with their ‘brothers’ in the Transport and General Workers’ Union in Gibraltar. La Línea was also home to some four thousand British citizens, many of whom had bought land in Spain before the Republic curtailed the practice, and there were many progressive Freemasons, inheritors of the liberal ideas of the Enlightenment, with seventeen lodges in the Campo de Gibraltar alone. Across the frontier, the Gibraltar Masonic Institute was in Cornwall’s Parade. The long tradition of Freemasonry in Gibraltar meant that strongly Catholic and fiercely anti-Masonic Spaniards tended to portray the Rock as a satanic inferno of liberal conspiracies. However, leftist Spaniards demonised it in similar fashion, as a bolt-hole for rebellious right-wing generals like José Sanjurjo and crooked financiers like Juan March, making dastardly plans with British arms dealers.

         
            *

         

         The Campo itself was starkly divided on class lines. Pablo and Pepita Larios’s eight children (one son and seven daughters) all married into the Spanish aristocracy, the landed gentry and the political elite. After the proclamation of a republic in Spain on 14 April 1931 and the fall of the monarchy, this ruling class felt the lower orders had been encouraged in dangerous hopes that threatened its own privileges. Poorer people, on the other hand, rejoiced that the rule of Spain by kings, priests, soldiers, industrialists and wealthy landowners might be crumbling, giving them the chance of education, agrarian reform and social progress.

         Not long after the advent of the Republic, Pablo Larios’s sleekheaded twenty-one-year-old son José, el señorito Pepito, was driving around La Línea in a motor-car, tearing down every Republican tricolour he could find while loudly shouting ‘¡Viva el rey!’ (‘Long live the king!’). As young José strolled arrogantly through La Línea the next day, some young Republicans grabbed him and tried to throw him in the town drain. During the fist fight that followed, the Guardia Civil arrested José Larios and took him to the police station, followed by a shouting lynch mob. ‘My ancestors were called unprintable names,’ he remembered. ‘I don’t think I have ever been so scared in my life.’

         The age of deference was not quite over; Spain was still a poor country dominated by rich people. The new mayor of La Línea was persuaded to let José Larios go, quietly, and he was smuggled across the border into Gibraltar at night. The next day, he attended a reception at the governor’s residence to bid farewell to Alfonso XIII’s youngest surviving son, seventeen-year-old Prince Juan de Borbón y Battenburg, who was going into exile in England on board a British warship to study at the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth in Devon. When he died over sixty years later, Juan de Bórbon, the grandfather of the present Spanish monarch, Felipe VI, was Captain General of the Armada Española, the Spanish navy, with tattoos he got in the British Royal Navy.

         
            *

         

         José Larios was not the only member of his family caught up in the polarising politics of 1930s Spain. Pablo Larios’s fourth daughter, Margarita, married Miguel Primo de Rivera,‡ the brother of José Antonio Primo de Rivera, who founded the Spanish Fascist Party, la Falange Española, in 1933. Its initials (which can be pronounced fé, meaning ‘faith’ in Spanish) originally stood for Fascismo Español. The Falangists believed in terror and violence, insulted and broke the windows of the right, and beat up or murdered the left. They wanted to create chaos so that the people would demand a change of government, and then the Falange would march in to put an end to the reign of terror they had started.

         Class hatred was virulent in southern Spain in the 1930s because of the enormous disparity between the rich and the poor. The Larioses’ second daughter, Mercedes, married into the Domecq family. She was a soft-hearted person who once sheltered a fox escaping from the Royal Calpe Hunt and let it live in the house for a month. But personal characteristics are irrelevant in group conflict. At a right-wing political meeting in San Fernando on Sunday 11 November 1933, a left-wing gunman or pistolero opened fire. One of the rounds hit Mercedes in the head, severing the optic nerve. Brain surgery saved her, but she was blinded for life.

         
            * El campo means ‘the country’ or ‘the countryside’ in Spanish. In some Spanish-speaking places where the British have settled, like the Argentine and the Falkland Islands, the word is anglicised to ‘the camp’, as in ‘Do come to our place in the camp this weekend.’

            † After a Protestant bigot complained that the king should not grace a Papist establishment, in April 1908 Edward VII ordered the name changed to ‘Government House’; George VI rescinded the command in June 1943 and the governor’s home is once again ‘The Convent’.

            † Juan March Ordinas (1880–1962) came from Mallorca and made his initial fortune from contraband and legal tobacco before diversifying into shipping, banking, etc. During the First World War he made money from both sides. After March escaped from a Spanish jail in 1933 he brought his two prison officers with him to Gibraltar in his Rolls-Royce and lived at the Rock Hotel.

            ‡ Sir Martin Gilbert identified Miguel Primo de Rivera, Marqués de Estella, as the ‘Spanish friend’ of the Duke of Windsor involved in what Churchill called ‘a Nazi-German intrigue to entangle and compromise a Royal Prince’ in Lisbon in July 1940. The potentially traitorous ex-king was then parked safely in the Bahamas for the duration. See Martin Gilbert, Finest Hour (Heinemann, 1983), pp. 706–7.
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            The Abyssinian Crisis
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         The official history of MI5 states that when war broke out in September 1939 ‘the permanent establishment of the Security Service overseas consisted of six officers located at Gibraltar, Malta, Cairo, Aden, Singapore and Hong Kong’. MI5, the Security Service, which employs around four thousand people today, was a small organisation in the 1930s, with about thirty officers, a hundred secretarial staff and half a dozen ‘watchers’ in the surveillance section, but it aspired to a global reach. ‘Our Security Service is more than national, it is Imperial,’ wrote its deputy director general in 1934. ‘We have official agencies cooperating with us, under the direct instructions of the Dominion and Colonial Offices and the supervision of the local Governors, and their chiefs of police, for enforcing local Security Laws in every British Community overseas.’

         During the First World War, MI5’s man in Gibraltar was called a ‘Military Control Officer’. Then the term ‘Defence Security Officer’ (DSO) came into use. Gibraltar and Malta were among the first to get them because they were key naval bases targeted by enemy spies. By March 1936 the Gibraltar Defence Security Office was established in Gunners Parade and had its own headed writing-paper.

         On 28 November 1935, Sir Vernon Kell, the head of MI5, wrote to the Defence Security Officer c/o Fortress Headquarters, Gibraltar, giving further details about a suspicious German called Charles or Carlos or Karl Baum from Valencia in Spain, who had been placed on an MI5 Black List as far back as November 1918 for being a ‘naval enemy agent’. Code-named ‘Martha’ by the Germans, Baum was still the German navy’s main spy in Catalonia.

         The Defence Security Officer to whom Vernon Kell was writing in late 1935, Captain Kenneth Strong of the Royal Scots Fusiliers, was a sharp young intelligence officer who had held the same role in Malta in 1930, and was now in Gibraltar on attachment from what he called in his autobiography ‘the German Intelligence Section at the War Office’, also known as MI14, although an October 1935 continuity-page note by the Colonial Secretary refers to him as ‘Captain Strong of MI5 on temporary duty at Gibraltar’. Strong was a fluent German speaker from the British Army of the Rhine who went on to become assistant military attaché in Berlin from 1937 to 1939. In time, he rose to become General Eisenhower’s intelligence chief, and finally the Director General of Intelligence at the Ministry of Defence in the 1960s.

         Noel Annan described Strong as looking like a beaver, ‘– an eager beaver bursting out of his uniform, with dark hair, a fine forehead, clever, shifty eyes and so chinless he came to be known as the hangman’s dilemma’. Throughout the 1930s Kenneth Strong was wholly dedicated to studying German forces and strategy. In his three months on the Rock, he surveyed the situation for the Imperial Security Service – MI5 in its pith helmet – and set up an elementary security organisation to be run by Captain ‘Tim’ Airy. The 1936 Gibraltar Directory’s list of officers in the command includes under Special Appointments: ‘Defence Security Officer – Capt A. E. Airy, The Buffs’.

         There was continuing concern about German espionage from Ceuta, the city right across the strait in Spanish Morocco. This spying became noticeable in 1934 when a German national called Hermann Paege, using an inordinate amount of concrete, built two houses at a site overlooking the Strait, where it seemed that the masters of every German ship calling at Ceuta regularly stayed. The General Staff Officer, Gibraltar, had reported this to MI3 (operational intelligence) in London, who in turn alerted Naval Intelligence at the Admiralty. They thought that the houses might be intended to report ship movements in the event of hostilities; the thick concrete foundations could be designed to carry heavy wireless transmitting gear. Was electrical equipment being installed?

         On 25 April 1935, Colonel Beattie, the Colonial Secretary in Gibraltar, forwarded to the head of MI5 a five-page memorandum which detailed the activities of three Germans, Hermann Paege, Alfred Busch and Engelbert Pratz, including all the dates of their visits to the Rock, compiled from immigration data and old hotel lists going back to 1931. Several visits coincided with the arrival of the combined British fleets. There were only ten Germans actually residing in Gibraltar, and no system for keeping German visitors under observation.

         
            *

         

         Why was there a spike of German foreign intelligence interest in the Strait of Gibraltar in 1935? The first reason was that the Abwehr, Germany’s foreign intelligence organisation, had a new head that year, Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, who was besotted with Spain. Born into a Rhineland family who made their money from Ruhr coal and iron, Canaris was smitten by the warm south as a boy on a visit to Athens, where he saw a statue of Admiral Konstantinos Kanaris (1793–1877), five times Prime Minister of Greece. The story of Kanaris, the orphan who became the hero of the Greek war of independence when he sailed fire-ships against the Turkish fleet, sparked ambition in young Wilhelm Canaris, the German boy with almost the same surname. He joined Kaiser Wilhelm II’s navy, the iron-clad fleet then undergoing massive expansion at the beginning of the twentieth century.

         Canaris was good at languages and became fluent in Spanish while serving on the German navy’s East American station. When the Great War broke out in 1914, his ship joined the German Pacific squadron, and information from Canaris’s Chilean agents enabled them to surprise and defeat the Royal Navy at the battle of Coronel on 10 November 1914. Eventually Canaris was caught and interned by the Chileans. He escaped from Quiraquina island by bribing a fisherman, made his way by horse through the winter Andes and then crossed the pampas to report to the German naval attaché in Buenos Aires. Back in Europe, Canaris successfully talked his way through British immigration control at Plymouth and finally got home to Germany on 4 October 1915. Two months later, he was in Spain, setting up another network to spy on Allied shipping movements. When his cover was blown, Canaris had to be evacuated by submarine. He next saw Gibraltar in January 1918, through the periscope of U-34, which he was commanding.

         After Imperial Germany’s defeat, Canaris mixed with right-wingers and became caught up in secret German naval rearmament, selling German U-boat designs abroad and ensuring German personnel helped construct them. He arrived back in Spain early in 1925, also aiming to resuscitate the German espionage network of the Great War. By 1926, Canaris had arranged for the building of German submarines, torpedoes and torpedo boats at Cádiz, and was well in with senior Spanish naval and military figures like Lieutenant Colonel Kindelán (who let German aviators observe Spanish air force activities in the Moroccan wars), General Conde de Jordana, the Minister of the Colonies, and General Bazan, jefe de seguridad, the head of the Spanish secret police, with whom Canaris concluded an anti-communist pact in February 1928. Canaris also courted the circle around the Spanish king Alfonso XIII.

         Canaris became a convinced Nazi in the early 1930s: loyalty to the Kaiser transferred naturally to loyalty to the Führer. When he became head of the Amt Ausland/Abwehr, the foreign political and military intelligence organisation, in early 1935, Canaris had achieved his dream job. He moved swiftly to co-operate with Heinrich Himmler’s SS who were expanding state powers through the secret police, but he retained his intense interest in Spain, his favourite Ausland.

         
            *

         

         The second reason for the renewed German interest in the Strait of Gibraltar in the late summer of 1935 was the massive naval movements taking place. Britain was reinforcing its Mediterranean Fleet in response to one of the biggest international crises of the 1930s, the Italian invasion of Ethiopia, also known as Abyssinia.* What Stanley Baldwin recalled as ‘that wonderful Jubilee summer’ at home in Britain in 1935 was a season of sabre-rattling on the continent. 

         Adolf Hitler had stunned Europe in the spring by introducing compulsory military service in Germany and claiming to have an air force of 2500 planes, as large as Britain’s. It was, in fact, just a useful bluff to gain some leverage in that summer’s Anglo-German Naval Agreement, which relaxed the terms of German disarmament imposed in the 1919 Versailles Treaty. To broker the new deal in London, Joachim von Ribbentrop’s forty-strong party, equipped with five Mercedes-Benz limousines, took over two floors of the Carlton House hotel and draped a large swastika over its Haymarket entrance.

         Ribbentrop, the ‘Extraordinary Ambassador of the German Reich on Special Mission’, met the Prince of Wales and his mistress, Mrs Wallis Simpson. Ribbentrop, a former champagne salesman and later German ambassador in London, would send her bouquets, always (mysteriously) of seventeen roses or carnations, which was rumoured to refer to the number of their assignations, though Anne Sebba says ‘there is no evidence of an affair’. At the Silver Jubilee Parade for King George V and Queen Mary on 3 June, the guests standing on the German Embassy balcony all raised their right arms in the Hitler salute as the royal carriage passed.

         Joachim von Ribbentrop bullied through the signing of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement before Britain had finished consulting all its friends and allies. Ribbentrop threatened that discussions would end if the British Foreign Secretary did not agree immediately to the formula that Nazi Germany be allowed to build thirty-five tons of warship for every hundred tons that Britain’s navy had. The next day, 18 June, the British signed the agreement. ‘Its effects upon the Continent were disastrous,’ wrote the diplomat Walford Selby, then head of the British Legation at Vienna. Russia, France and Italy were all unhappy, and Hitler promptly commissioned two new pocket battleships.

         The Conservative Stanley Baldwin had become prime minister again on 7 June 1935, after the resignation of Ramsay MacDonald. His reshuffle of the coalition government put two ministers into the Cabinet to handle foreign affairs: smooth Anthony Eden, whom Tatler called ‘the Beau Brummell of British politics’, as Minister without Portfolio for League of Nations affairs, and the fastidious Sir Samuel Hoare, ‘the last in a long line of maiden aunts’ according to F. E. Smith, as Foreign Secretary.

         This arrangement allowed England to double-deal. As G. T. Garratt wrote in The Shadow of the Swastika: ‘Mr Eden, in charge of League Affairs, was the Dr Jekyll to the Mr Hyde of Sir Samuel Hoare … Mr Eden[’s] … job was to give the appearance in England of pushing the League [of Nations] forward … to pose as the young man terribly in earnest for peace.’ Meanwhile, Sir Samuel Hoare was quietly working with Pierre Laval of France to help Italy achieve its imperial ambitions in Africa. In this way the British government maintained, as Daniel Waley put it, ‘a mistress in Paris as well as a legal wife in Geneva’.

         
            *

         

         Fascist Italy had two colonies in the Horn of Africa: Eritrea and Italian Somalia. Now the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini wanted to conquer Ethiopia, the independent country that lay in between them. The dictator responded vociferously to international criticisms: ‘We will imitate to the letter those who wish to give us a lesson,’ Mussolini said in Sardinia on 8 June. ‘[Britain and France] have shown that, when it was a question of creating an empire or defending it, they never took any notice of world opinion.’

         Both Italy and Ethiopia were members of the League of Nations, set up in 1919 after the Great War as a talking shop to prevent war through ‘collective security’, which meant that if one member state was attacked the others would rally to defend it. The powerful USA was not a member (which was a pity), and Germany and Japan had left (which was a problem).

         The British government was well aware that Mussolini was planning to annex Ethiopia, and were not overly concerned. The confidential report by Sir John Maffey concluded in June 1935: ‘There are no vital British interests in Abyssinia or adjoining countries such as to necessitate British resistance to an Italian conquest of Abyssinia.’ Mussolini was able to enjoy this secret report fresh from the British Embassy in Rome because a Chancery servant there, Secondo Constantini, long trusted as a ‘friend of the family’ by naïve British diplomats, was regularly stealing all the classified documents from the safe of the ambassador and handing them straight over to Italian intelligence to photograph before putting them back. The Italians later embarrassed the British by leaking the Maffey report’s contents to the international press in February 1936.

         There was a considerable anti-war movement in the UK in the 1930s still calling for everyone to lay down their weapons, even after the failure of the World Disarmament Conference, which had run in Geneva from October 1932 to June 1934.† In June 1935 there was a second reading in Parliament of the Liberal-sponsored Peace Bill that would make it ‘unlawful to use the armed forces of the Crown in any manner’ contrary to the Covenant of the League of Nations. The League of Nations Union, led by Robert Cecil, held a ‘Peace Ballot’ in which an astonishing eleven and a half million people, nearly a third of the entire British electorate, cast their votes. The crucial question was the fifth. ‘Do you consider that, if a nation insists on attacking another, the other nations should combine to compel it to stop by (a) Economic and non-military measures? (b) If necessary, military measures?’ Eighty-six per cent said yes to question (a), but, rather surprisingly for a peace ballot to believers, in answer to (b) 58 per cent said yes to the use of force –‘military measures’ – to stop an aggressor. That blip aside, the general impression given was that Britain was for peace at any price.

         Both the political right and left had ideological reasons to dislike the League of Nations. The Daily Mail and the Morning Post organised ballots in which their readers voted robustly against membership of the League and for massive rearmament now, while on the left, Sir Stafford Cripps of the Socialist League in the almost entirely pacifist Labour Party saw the League of Nations as nothing but ‘the tool of the satiated imperialist powers’. 

         In the big picture of European strategy in 1935, both the French and British governments wanted Italy as a possible ally against the greater threat of Nazi Germany. Anthony Eden went to see Benito Mussolini at the end of June 1935, trying by personal diplomacy to negotiate some kind of settlement over Ethiopia. They spoke in French. Mussolini knew all the British positions from his spy in the embassy. Eden saw Mussolini as a coarse bully with appalling table manners, while the Italian press saw the Old Etonian minister as a ‘well-dressed fool’ trying to thwart Italy’s legitimate ambitions.

         In his first speech about the Ethiopian crisis on 11 July 1935, the British Foreign Secretary Sir Samuel Hoare bent over backwards to admit ‘the need of Italian expansion’ and ‘the justice of some of the criticisms that have been made against the Abyssinian government’. He cited the ‘old and valued tradition of amity with Italy … our friend since the Risorgimiento’, and so on. But in that same month, Mussolini boomed: ‘We have decided upon a struggle … Remember the Italians have always defeated black races’. The voice of the Emperor of Ethiopia, the Negus Haile Selassie I, sounded out clearly, calling on his people to ‘unite against the invader … Soldiers, it is better to die free than live as slaves.’

         In the Three Power Conference of August 1935, Britain, France and Italy failed to agree about Ethiopia because of Mussolini’s arrogant stance. Italy ordered all its sixty-nine submarines into the main shipping lanes towards the Suez Canal and Mussolini depicted the Mediterranean – Mare Nostrum (‘Our Sea’) of the old Roman Empire – as now caged in by Britain and France: ‘The bars of this prison are Corsica, Tunisia … The guards of this prison are Gibraltar and Suez.’

         Italian intelligence was certainly interested in the Rock. In September 1935, the Spanish police in La Línea tipped off their colleagues across the border in Gibraltar that two Italians, Alfredo Rabaglietti and Giorgio Bedin, were coming to the Rock from Tangier on an espionage mission. A detective in Gibraltar saw them taking notes on the harbour from Line Wall Road, then trying to hide a piece of paper. They were searched at the police station and were found to be using a crude code in which weapons and equipment were logged as sacks of potatoes or bags of rice. The Spanish police searched Rabaglietti’s room in La Línea, but without enough evidence to charge them the two men were released and expelled from the Fortress. Three Italians working at the Reina Cristina Hotel in Algeciras were believed to be Italian spies, as well as an engineer called Giulio Pistono who built a house at Campamento with a suspiciously good view of the Bay of Gibraltar.

         
            *

         

         As war came nearer, anxious civilians looked to the League of Nations. An idealistic young American, Helen Hiett, working at the Geneva Research Centre, recorded ten thousand worried telegrams arriving over three days. In Geneva, on 11 September 1935, Sir Samuel Hoare told the Assembly of the League that the British people and government stood firmly ‘for steady and collective resistance to all acts of unprovoked aggression’. Winston Churchill observed that Sir Samuel ‘received the rapturous applause of all the small States at Geneva’, adding: ‘The Abyssinians were encouraged to a desperate resistance by the feeling that almost the whole world, and, above all, Great Britain, were behind them.’

         The British lion seemed to have woken up. In the Mediterranean, the Royal Navy reinforced its fleet to achieve a tonnage of warships greater than the entire Italian navy. The heavyweight battle cruisers Hood and Renown glowered from Gibraltar in the west, while fifty more British warships were concentrated in the east, at Alexandria and Haifa and Port Said by the Suez Canal. Admiral Cunningham believed there was an effective plan to cripple the Italian fleet on the first day of any fighting, and enough ships to do the job: four battleships, three heavy cruisers, five light cruisers, two aircraft carriers and thirty-six destroyers organised in four flotillas, plus a dozen submarines.

         If Italy attacked Ethiopia (a breach of Article 12 of the League of Nations Covenant), then, under Article 16, Britain’s Royal Navy could block further Italian troops and supplies traversing the Suez Canal. This would have stopped the war in Abyssinia dead in its tracks; the British fleet, with greater experience and higher morale, could have handled any response by Mussolini without much difficulty.

         But from the jaws of a collective victory, Britain snatched only moral defeat. On 3 October 1935, Italian forces bombed and invaded Ethiopia; the League declared Italy ‘an aggressor nation’ on the 7th, but there was no subsequent blockade of Italian shipping by the British. They failed to prevent Italian ammunition, bombs and poison gas canisters travelling through the Suez Canal which they controlled. Not a single Italian soldier or airman was impeded on his way to conquer an independent country that was a fellow member of the League of Nations. The rhetoric bore no relationship to the reality. Yet through a posture of support for the Covenant of the League of Nations, Stanley Baldwin’s party managed to win the general election on 14 November 1935 with a greatly increased majority.

         ‘The most charitable account of their conduct’, Professor Arnold Toynbee wrote soon afterwards, ‘would be that they were bluffing, while, on a harsher interpretation, they were deliberately throwing dust in the eyes of the electorate of the United Kingdom and of the Governments and peoples of all the states members of the League.’ John Dill, the Director of Military Operations at the War Office, wrote: ‘I have a feeling that morally we are wrong, and that we shall suffer for it.’

         Sir Samuel Hoare attempted to resolve the Ethiopian crisis via a secret peace plan with the French premier (and Foreign Minister), Pierre Laval.‡ Hoare later wrote of Laval: ‘Whilst his greasy hair, dirty white tie and shifty look did not prepossess me, I could not help admiring the quickness of his versatile mind.’ The Hoare–Laval plan, provisionally cobbled together in two days at the Quai d’Orsay in Paris, involved Ethiopia handing over to the Italians sixty thousand square miles of its territory, in return for access to a tiny port in Eritrea.

         When news of this broke prematurely in December 1935, ‘There arose a howl of indignation from the people of Great Britain,’ Duff Cooper, then War Secretary, wrote in his memoirs. ‘During my experience of politics I have never witnessed so devastating a wave of public opinion … That outburst swept Sir Samuel Hoare from office.’ Anthony Eden became Foreign Secretary instead and on 19 December 1935, the prime minister, Stanley Baldwin, said the Hoare–Laval proposals were now ‘absolutely and completely dead’. Three days later, the Italians first used their modern air force to drop chemical weapons, yperite mustard-gas bombs, on Haile Selassie’s essentially mediaeval army, and the Italo-Abyssinian war began in earnest.

         ‘Seared and suffocated by poison gas, mown down by machine guns, battered by artillery, bombed from the air, the primitive military organisation of the Ethiopians is in fearful disarray,’ wrote Winston Churchill. Chaos and looting broke out in the Ethiopian capital. The Italians took Addis Ababa on 5 May 1936 and the emperor fled, escaping from the port of Djibouti on a British warship.

         
            *

         

         HMS Enterprise carried Haile Selassie up the Red Sea and through the Suez Canal to Haifa in Palestine. The same British cruiser had in 1928 rescued the Prince of Wales, later Edward VIII, from an East African safari when his father, George V, was thought to be dying, getting the prince home from Tanganyika in a record nine days.

         HMS Enterprise now left behind the emperor’s two live pet lions and a hundred Ethiopian courtiers in French Somaliland, and sailed on to Palestine with an escort destroyer, HMS Diana, and a party of forty that included the emperor’s family with fifteen tons of baggage and many boxes containing some three hundred thousand Maria Theresa silver dollars. Enterprise’s captain said the emperor was exhausted and afraid, with ‘a hunted look in his eyes’. When Captain Morgan assured him that once he stepped on the gangway he would be ‘as safe as the Bank of England’, Haile Selassie smiled, unforgettably, and the naval officer commented, ‘You are always hoping that you will say something of which he approves or do some little thing that will please him, so that you can see him smile.’§

         The royal family, Ethiopian Christians, wanted to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. They prayed for their country’s salvation in its round Ethiopian Orthodox church, Debra Gannet. Then, leaving his empress and courtiers behind in Jerusalem, Haile Selassie set sail for Gibraltar on 23 May aboard the cruiser HMS Capetown. As he crossed the Mediterranean with a reduced suite of eight, Haile Selassie did not know that he was the subject of British secret cipher messages flashing between the civil and naval authorities in London, Malta, Palestine and Gibraltar. When the emperor asked if HMS Capetown, already heading home, could take him all the way to London, the request was passed up the chain and denied. He was told that the warship required ‘urgent repairs’ in Gibraltar. He would have to change ship at the Rock to the passenger liner SS Orford.

         On Monday 25 May, with Haile Selassie due to arrive in Gibraltar on the Friday, the governor, Sir Charles Harington, asked London for instructions. Harington had experience of handling distinguished foreign exiles, having helped Mehmed Vehideddin, the last Sultan of Turkey, in 1922, and the ex-King Ammanullah of Afghanistan in 1929.

         Governor Harington cabled three questions about Haile Selassie: 

         
            Please inform me (1) Is he travelling as Emperor and entitled to salutes and guard of honour? (2) Am I to accommodate him and suite at Rock Hotel as British government guests, or is he on his own after arrival here? (3) Am I to entertain him officially? Am quite prepared to do anything but would like to know wishes of HMG.

         

         The swift reply from London was brusque:

         
            No. 318. SECRET. The Negus travels incognito. You should not accord him any salutes nor provide him with a guard of honour but a representative of yours should meet him on arrival; whether or not he should be given hospitality while in the Colony is entirely within your own discretion.

         

         This cool telegram was signed ‘Secretary of State’.

         In fact, in that particular week, there was no Secretary of State for the Colonies in post because Jim Thomas (Labour) had been forced to resign on 22 May for giving away Budget secrets on the golf course. It was almost certainly Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden who decided that the exiled Ethiopian emperor should travel ‘incognito’, literally ‘unknown’. This meant that the usual protocol could be downgraded to mere politeness.

         HMS Capetown passed the Northern Entrance of Gibraltar at 9.00 a.m. on Friday 29 May 1936 and was safely moored near the Admiralty Tower by 9.30. Gibraltar’s top civil servant, the Colonial Secretary, Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Beattie, accompanied by an aide in morning dress, slipped aboard the Royal Navy cruiser to welcome the royal visitors in the name of the governor.

         The emperor disembarked at half past one. A small man with weighty Ethiopian titles, His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie the First, Elect of God, the Power of the Trinity, the Lion of Judah and Negusa Nagast, the King of Kings, descended with dignity to Gun Wharf. He had a pointed beard and sad eyes in a dark face made paler by seasickness. His East African country, the last independent nation in a continent of colonies, had been brutally invaded by Mussolini’s tanks and aeroplanes, and his armies had all been smashed, but Haile Selassie in exile was not dishevelled. He was wearing a grey homburg hat, a suit and tie with a white silk scarf under a black woollen travel cape, and his tiny shoes (not quite size 6), peeping out from under grey spats, were lustrously polished.

         A pair of gleaming cars waited to ferry the emperor’s party through Ragged Staff Gates to luncheon with the Governor and Commander-in-Chief of Gibraltar. Three of Haile Selassie’s gawky, adolescent children were travelling with him into exile: Crown Prince Asfa Wossen, who was nearly twenty, twelve-year-old Prince Makonnen, the Mesfin or Duke of Harar, and Princess Tsehai, a spirited sixteen-year-old girl in a blue frock with white gloves, wearing a wide straw hat whose brim she could skilfully tilt to conceal or reveal her doe eyes. Behind her was a heavyweight, grizzled figure in black, Ras Kassa Hailu, once Haile Selassie’s potential rival but now his staunchest support, the man who had led the emperor’s northern army, until it was scattered by Italian aeroplanes dropping blast bombs and yperite poison gas.

         Now Ras Kassa Hailu stared up at the Moorish castle and the high scrubby spine of the Rock with its circling seabirds, recalling for the others present how once upon a time his delegation had visited Gibraltar on their way to the coronation in London of King George V, where the world’s rulers had gathered. A quarter of a century later and King George was in his grave. Fuad of Egypt, the richest king in the world, son of Ismail the Magnificent, was also dead. Now the schoolboy Farouk and the playboy Edward sat on their thrones in Cairo and London. Back then in Gibraltar, Ras Kassa informed the others, we Ethiopian delegates had to break our religious fast, because the permitted Lenten foods were hard to find. There were ‘awesome’ passages through this mountain, he added, remembering the Admiralty Tunnel. ‘In six minutes we got somewhere that would have taken us six hours going over the top.’

         A large crowd was waiting in Main Street outside Government House to catch a glimpse of Haile Selassie. The man was world famous: for the last seven months, the global press, including the local newspapers, the Gibraltar Chronicle, El Calpense and El Anunciador, had been following events in the Horn of Africa. The Emperor of Abyssinia nodded and smiled in acknowledgement of the people.

         The Governor of Gibraltar was a spare-looking, highly strung soldier with a neat moustache and a chestful of medals. On the eve of his sixty-fourth birthday, sports-mad General Harington was still fit: he had swum across the Hellespont and back in his fifties, and in his last cricket match in Gibraltar hit a six right out of the ground. Harington had been the chief of staff to General Plumer in the First World War, brilliantly co-ordinating the Second Army’s successful attack on Messines Ridge in June 1917. In the 1922 ‘Chanak crisis’ he averted a disastrous war with Turkey by talking to the Kemalist Turks rather than shooting at them.

         After lunch, the imperial entourage were driven up Mount Road to the snow-white Rock Hotel, Gibraltar’s newest and grandest, built four years earlier by the wealthy Marquess of Bute to match his El Minzah Hotel in Tangier. The Swiss manager greeted the party to cheers and clapping from another crowd outside, and staff escorted them to the eight rooms that had been reserved. Hotels marked the via dolorosa of Haile Selassie’s exile: in Jerusalem, the King David; in Gibraltar, the Rock; in London, Brown’s and the Langham; in Geneva, the Beau-Rivage; in Bath, the Spa; in Malvern, the Abbey.

         From his Rock Hotel balcony in the late afternoon, Haile Selassie could look westward over the palmy Alameda Gardens towards Algeciras and hear the tinkling bells of nanny goats going down Europa Road for milking. He could also see the warships at anchor in the five-mile arc of Gibraltar Bay and feel the melancholy of a deposed monarch at the very end of the age of kings. To the left, low on the horizon, lay his own continent of Africa and the reddish mountains of Morocco where Sultan Muhammad V reigned over a land of six hundred tribes now divided between the armed ‘protectorates’ of Spain and France, with a peculiar little ‘international zone’ around Tangier. Straight ahead, the sun was going down in a blaze of red behind a sierra in Spain, a turbulent republic run by middle-class intellectuals since the deposition of Bourbon King Alfonso XIII in 1931. Winston Churchill wrote poignantly of Alfonso: ‘To be born a king; never to have been anything else but a king; to have reigned for forty-six years, and then to be dethroned!’

         
            *

         

         On Saturday 30 May, His Imperial Majesty sent the Crown Prince down with a £1 note for the charwoman washing the steps of the Rock Hotel. Then, after breakfast on his balcony, he received local and foreign journalists and walked with them in the gardens. Speaking in French and English, the emperor said he was most grateful for the warm welcome in Gibraltar and that he had come to Europe to plead Ethiopia’s cause before the League of Nations in Geneva. The Gibraltar Chronicle reported that although he was indebted to the British government for the facilities afforded him, the emperor had no wish to be ‘an embarrassment’.

         Later that morning, he was offered a demonstration of how Britain ruled the waves. He was piped aboard HMS Hood, then the world’s largest battle cruiser, a forty-five-thousand-ton steel behemoth over eight hundred feet long with monstrous guns that could fire a oneton shell every four seconds, followed by lunch aboard HMS Rodney, a thirty-five-thousand-ton Nelson-class battleship that was the flagship of the Commander-in-Chief of the Home Fleet, Admiral Sir Roger Backhouse, who stood six foot four in his socks.

         (The British always seemed to send out their tallest men to tower over foreigners they wished to dominate. At his coronation in Addis Ababa on 2 November 1930 the five-foot-four-inch emperor had seen a British delegation led by King George V’s youngest son, Prince Henry, Duke of Gloucester, with men who all seemed to be giants in their uniforms and medals, plumed hats and white gloves: Kittermaster of Somaliland was six foot seven inches tall, Maffey of Sudan six foot five and Admiral Fullerton from Aden six foot three.)

         On Saturday afternoon, the Ethiopians were driven to the Mount, by tradition the home of the senior naval officer in charge of Gibraltar, then Rear Admiral Sir James Murray Pipon, a ‘Champagne Charlie’ brimming with bonhomie and risqué jokes but with antediluvian political views. Stewards in whites served tea in a garden with a commanding view westward over the harbour and the seaway towards Tangier. At ‘the Gut’, the narrowest stretch of the thirty-six-mile-long Strait of Gibraltar, there was a gap not quite nine miles wide between Europe and Africa. The sea traffic, hundreds of ships criss-crossing and passing every day, was a continual reminder of Gibraltar’s strategic location and its importance to the mighty British Empire.

         It was designed to awe, but the display of British sea power could not have been more galling to Haile Selassie. The Royal Navy vessels were only there because Italy’s illegal war on Ethiopia had made Britain reinforce its Mediterranean Fleet. Yet what had this great armada done? Nothing. The whole show of force was an imperial pantomime. The exiled Emperor of Ethiopia was a source of shame to the British government; ‘travelling incognito’ was a diplomatic fiction cooked up to save face. It was a lie that HMS Capetown had ‘urgent repairs’ which required docking at Gibraltar. The Rock was simply a convenient place for Haile Selassie’s entourage to be shuffled off to the Orient liner SS Orford on its regular commercial voyage from Sydney to Southampton. The British government did not want the emperor to be seen arriving in the UK on a Royal Navy vessel.¶

         Governor Harington made personal efforts to do the decent thing by Haile Selassie, whom he later described as ‘exceedingly courteous, dignified and grateful’. Although London had ordered Harington not to accord guards of honour, the emperor was treated with respect and piped aboard the battleships. On his last evening in Gibraltar, Haile Selassie was driven with Harington to Governor’s Cottage, his personal retreat tucked away at the southeast corner of the peninsula. Suddenly the chauffeur had to brake. The road was full of fox hounds. The governor explained to the emperor that these dogs were used to chase and kill foxes, while being followed by ladies and gentlemen on horseback. 

         The Emperor of Ethiopia said he was familiar with English chase-mania in Addis Ababa. The British Legation there had a club of young men called ‘The Plughole’ whose members used to pursue the British acting vice consul, Mr Trapman, through eucalyptus groves, while he rode ahead on a fast pony dropping a trail of torn paper behind him, and the ‘Huntsman’, Mr Lee of the Secret Intelligence Service, blew calls on a copper horn.

         Harington smiled happily upon his real pack of hounds who chased genuine foxes, patting his black spaniel, Bunty, and remembering how the Royal Calpe Hunt had been ‘the first big problem’ of his governorship, three years before, until he reached the happy compromise of making his own wife the joint Master of Fox Hounds.

         
            *

         

         Haile Selassie I sailed on from Gibraltar on the ordinary passenger liner and docked at Southampton on 3 June 1936. No minister of the national government was there to greet the ‘incognito’ emperor when he arrived by train at London’s Waterloo Station. Instead, Foreign Secretary Eden’s private secretary, Oliver Harvey, met him, along with the usual sympathisers from the left: ardent Mrs Sylvia Pankhurst, Norman Angell, the MPs Vyvyan Adams and Eleanor Rathbone. When Eden suggested to King Edward VIII that it would be ‘a popular gesture’ if HM were to receive Haile Selassie at Buckingham Palace, the monarch replied sharply, ‘Popular with whom? Certainly not with the Italians.’

         The government’s policy of appeasing Mussolini became clearer the day after Haile Selassie’s arrival, when it was announced that Sir Samuel Hoare, who had been Foreign Secretary at the outbreak of the Italo-Abyssinian War and made the unpopular peace plan with the Frenchman Pierre Laval, was returning to the Cabinet as First Lord of the Admiralty. Tory MP ‘Chips’ Channon wrote in his diary:

         
            Sam Hoare is now back at the Admiralty as First Lord … Six months ago Hoare was ignominiously turned out … The Government simply bowed to public opinion and chucked him overboard … Now he is back, and the newspapers predict … that the Government will become less anti-Italian, pro-realist, less Geneva-ist, less visionary.

         

         Neville Chamberlain now said it would be ‘the very midsummer of madness’ to think an independent Ethiopia could be restored. On 18 June 1936, Anthony Eden apologetically informed the House of Commons that Britain was abandoning sanctions against Italy, because they had failed to achieve anything. No Abyssinian government could be restored except by military action from outside. To preserve peace, retreat was best.

         ‘Shame!’ ‘Resign!’ ‘Sabotage!’ cried some MPs. David Lloyd George, the former prime minister, spoke scathingly:

         
            The Government dared not advance because they were afraid of Mussolini. They dared not retreat because they were afraid of public opinion … The worst of it is that 50 nations ranged themselves behind Mr Baldwin. The Abyssinians believed him. The vast majority of people in this country believed him. The Government had not been in for more than a few weeks before that torch was hidden. Tonight it is quenched – with a hiss which will re-echo throughout the whole world.

         

         
            * The proper name of the East African country is Ethiopia (in Amharic, Ityopya) but the name Abyssinia (derived from Arabic habash, ‘mixture’) was commonly used then. Abyssinia joined the League of Nations in September 1923; Ethiopia joined the United Nations in November 1945.

            † When the Afghan delegates were asked why they were there, not being members of the League, they said if everyone else was disarming they might pick up some guns on the cheap.

            ‡ The crafty peasant lawyer Pierre Laval (1883–1946) rose and fell in a hail of bullets. He became French Foreign Minister in October 1934 after Louis Barthou was killed by a Bulgarian terrorist in the fusillade that assassinated King Alexander I of Yugoslavia, and twelve years later to the month he himself died by firing squad, shot for his treasonous wartime Vichy government collaboration with the Germans.

            § Lieutenant Peter Gretton saw Haile Selassie passing through Port Said and wrote, nearly fifty years later, that the emperor’s dignity in tragedy was still vivid to him.

            ¶ Unlike October 1954, when the British cruiser HMS Nigeria with Admiral Lord Mountbatten aboard would happily carry the restored Emperor Haile Selassie I past Gibraltar on his state visit to the newly crowned Queen Elizabeth II of England.
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            Rebellion of the Right
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         With the lifting of sanctions against Italy, Sir Samuel Hoare ordered the Home Fleet home again after ten months of Mediterranean patrols, and they steamed back from Alexandria via Gibraltar. By Saturday 18 July 1936, the Rock had already waved goodbye to battleships, cruisers and the aircraft carrier Furious, as well as flotillas of destroyers and submarines returning from Egypt.

         That Saturday, the hot sun beat down on the isthmus at North Front. Across the way, the Spanish border town of La Línea de la Concepción was opening its annual feria de julio. Over the next seven days there would be stalls and sideshows, fireworks, food and football, a fancy dress competition for children, the Municipal Band oompahing every evening and a first-class novillada at the bullring on the final Sunday, with Torerito de Triana and Pascual Márquez matched against large, fierce Miura bulls from Seville.

         But this year it went wrong from the start. There was ‘trouble at the Fair’, they said, but it wasn’t quite clear what was happening at first over there by the bullring. Shooting, explosions. Someone said sticks of dynamite were among the fireworks that traditionally opened the feria with a bang. Someone else said no, the gunfire began just as the string of firecrackers called la traca were going off, masking a shoot-out between Falangists and Anarchists. Another said the fighting was at the barracks and the whole fair had been called off. By the evening of Saturday 18th, rumours were flying thick and fast. The Spanish regular army had risen in Morocco, they said; someone had heard it on the radio. They said Moors and Legionnaires, the terrifying soldiers who took no prisoners in the Moroccan Rif and then were used to smash the Asturian miners in 1934, were crossing the strait from Ceuta in the ferries. ¡Moros en la costa! (‘Moors on the coast!’) is an old Spanish phrase from the days of the Barbary pirates, meaning watch out, danger is looming – best stay at home and lock the door.

         
            *

         

         Phil and Mary ‘Mabs’ Bower, on honeymoon from Cheshire, innocently went across the bay from Gibraltar to Spain by the Algeciras ferry that Saturday in order to have tea at the smart Reina Cristina Hotel. Afterwards they tried to get the ferry back to Gibraltar but there was a soldier reading a proclamation and troops on the quay. Then the new Mr and Mrs Bower bumped into the British vice consul, who told them they should get back to the Rock forthwith. A Spanish army officer in uniform offered to escort them to the frontier and they were bundled into a car full of weapons and ammunition. At La Línea, gala-festooned for the feria del pueblo, there was a barricade, men with rifles, shooting. The Spanish soldiers jumped from the car and returned fire. Mabs clutched her shoulder, shocked, shot. Phil dragged her from the car and they ran over to a block of flats. A woman leaned out of a window. On hearing they were English she waved them up and sent down her daughter to lead the way. The señora dressed the wound and eventually the Bowers made their way to the frontier to British territory.

         At the Four Corners gate Gibraltarian bobbies in absurd British police helmets were trying to filter the crowds of Britons and Spaniards fleeing from the fair. With them, ‘in support of the civil power’, were British soldiers, baggy-shorted, pith-helmeted picquets from the 1st Battalion, King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, with bayonets on their bundooks or rifles. When the gate opened for a motor car, the Bowers ran behind it to reach the safety of Gibraltar. They left for England the next day on the Anchor Line’s SS Elysia, and their story was squabbled over by the British press: the London Evening Standard offering £10, the Daily Express £15, for an exclusive.

         A nine-year-old girl called Mariola, dressed in her best, waited for her Gibraltarian policeman father, Gustavo Benavente, to finish his Saturday shift and take her with her two younger brothers to the opening parade in La Línea as he usually did. This year, he came home very late and did not take them to the fair. She heard him say those were not fireworks, but gunshots, and the grown-ups talked sombrely of revolución and guerra.

         
            *

         

         What was going on? At 2.13 p.m. on Saturday 18 July 1936, the Senior Officer (Intelligence) at Gibraltar sent a signal marked ‘IMPORTANT’ to the Admiralty and the Commander-in-Chief, Home Forces in London, and the C-in-C, Mediterranean in Malta:

         
            The Military Commander in Chief of Spanish Morocco announced by wireless from CEUTA at 12.00 today in essence that the Military forces both Spanish and Native, in Spanish Morocco and the Canary Islands have revolted against the government, and are in control of those areas.

            Reports claim that Spanish Navy and Air Force are with them. This is supported by rumours reaching here from TANGIER. Fighting reported in vicinity of CEUTA and transport has been ordered to ALGECIRAS to embark troops for that port today. Unconfirmed report from CARTAGENA states that warships there have refused to proceed to Morocco.

            All quiet at present in GIBRALTAR area.

         

         It should not be forgotten – whatever justifications and lies were offered afterwards – that what we now call the Spanish Civil War began with an attempted coup d’état or military rebellion by General Franco’s forces against the democratically elected government of the Spanish Republic. Franco’s military insurgents justified their coup on the spurious grounds that the February 1936 elections which brought in the Popular Front government had been corrupt. The military uprising was led by three Spanish army generals – Franco, Mola and Sanjurjo – who had got to know each other in brutal campaigns suppressing the Berber tribespeople of Spanish Morocco. Colonial warfare there was atrocious, with no quarter given on either side. In 1921, in their stunning victory at Annual, the Rifian guerrillas led by Muhammad Abdel Krim and his brother M’hemmed had managed to kill up to twelve thousand Spanish soldiers, but the Berbers were crushed in 1926 by combined French and Spanish armies using air power and illegal poison gas manufactured with German help.

         The formerly incompetent, underpaid Spanish army had reinvented itself in North Africa, creating two new and ferocious units: the Regulares, formed in 1911 from Moroccan volunteers and so always known as moros – the Moors – and el Tercio de Extranjeros, the foreigners’ regiment, founded in 1920. The Tercio or Legion was modelled on the French Foreign Legion, and their berserker war-cry was ‘¡Viva la Muerte!’ (‘Long live Death!’). When the 1936 military uprising began, these two units made up Spain’s most professional fighting force, the African Army, el ejército de África, with eighteen thousand Spaniards and sixteen thousand Moroccans.

         Generals Franco, Mola and Sanjurjo began their violent insurrection against the Popular Front government in Madrid on the evening of Friday 17 July with garrison risings in Spanish Morocco, shooting dead 225 loyalist soldiers and citizens who resisted them. On Saturday morning in Andalusia, four thousand men led by the right-wing General Gonzalo Queipo de Llano seized Seville and its radio station, where he broadcast regularly for the next eighteen months. In Navarre, General Emilio Mola took Pamplona.

         Other rebellious officers failed to take key cities like Madrid and Barcelona because the workers resisted or those in uniform stayed loyal to the elected government, so the uprising’s outcome hung in the balance. Barely a third of Spain’s territory was in insurgent hands at this stage: they controlled over half the army, 60 per cent of the artillery and almost half the Guardia Civil, but only a third of the air force, the Carabineros, the Republican Assault Guards and, most worryingly for them, the navy. For the coup d’état to succeed, the military rebellion needed to get their toughest fighting force, the Army of Africa, back to Europe by air or by sea. If they could stop them at the Strait of Gibraltar, the Spanish navy might nip this rebellion in the bud.

         The Spanish Republican navy, which does not seem to have been significantly involved in planning the army-led coup, had twenty thousand men and around eighty vessels, including two battleships, seven cruisers, seventeen destroyers, five gunboats, nine coastguard vessels, eleven torpedo boats and a dozen submarines. It operated from three main bases: El Ferrol, looking to the north and the Bay of Biscay, Cádiz facing the Atlantic and Cartagena in the Mediterranean. But how reliable was the navy, how loyal to the Republic’s current government? On 14 July, a signal had gone out from the Ministry of Marine in Madrid to the heads of the three naval bases, admirals of squadrons and all flotilla leaders, warning them to take precautions ‘to prevent extremists of one side or other from spreading propaganda among personnel under your command’ and to signal back whether ‘personnel of all classes and categories can be trusted to obey your orders’. Naval officers thought to be of dubious loyalty were asked to resign.

         Anyone with foresight could have seen that the Strait of Gibraltar was key to a military coup. José Giral, the Republic’s Minister of Marine, a mild-mannered chemistry professor, certainly understood its strategic importance and acted swiftly on 16 July by ordering four warships to Spain’s southern waters, but events overtook him. On 19 July, President Azaña asked Giral to become prime minister and, fatally, no one replaced him as Minister of Marine.

         The Spanish navy may have had more conservative and reactionary officers than the army and air force, but there were also radicals with opposing views. In March 1936, the Republican Popular Front government had passed a law allowing people dismissed for their left-wing political views to rejoin the armed forces. The existence of La Unión Militar Republicana y Antifascista (UMRA), the Republican and Antifascist Military Union, within the navy, indicates that not every naval person was conservative.

         One UMRA member was a strongly Republican warrant officer from Galicia called Benjamin Balboa López, a radio operator who worked at the Spanish Admiralty’s central telecommunications centre at Ciudad Lineal in the pine forest of Chamartín, north of Madrid. A command-centre radio operator is better informed than most people. Balboa worried that the crews of ships at sea, cut off from events on land, might be stopped from hearing what was going on by officers intending to join the right-wing revolt.

         The first radio messages about uprisings against the Republican government in Morocco came through to Madrid on the afternoon of Friday 17 July. Early next morning, General Franco sent two messages for re-transmission to all garrisons. Radio operator Balboa acted swiftly. Instead of passing on Franco’s messages he alerted the Galician prime minister, Santiago Casares, and José Giral, then still Minister of Marine. When Balboa’s commanding officer, Captain Castor Ibáñez Aldecoa, learned of this act of disobedience he snatched Franco’s messages and telephoned their contents himself to Vice Admiral Javier de Salas, higher up the chain of command, who was in on the right-wing plot. Salas told Ibáñez to send Franco’s message to all garrisons. Back in the radio room, Ibáñez ordered Balboa to his quarters, under arrest.

         But Balboa stood his ground. ‘I will not comply with that order … I am here to defend the Republic against those people who are, as you well know, betraying it. And from right now it’s you, not me, who’s barred from the radio room.’ With that, Balboa drew his nine-shot .22 Luger pistol and pointed it at his superior officer’s abdomen. Balboa locked his commanding officer up, and the police later drove him and Admiral Salas away to prison. (Ibáñez later got away to a friendly embassy, but Salas was taken out of jail and shot by leftists in August.)

         Loyalists now occupied the Ministry of Marine building in Madrid. From the telecommunications centre at Ciudad Lineal, Balboa and his team started sending a stream of messages to the men of the fleet. Every ship was to report its position every two hours and listen for instructions; all communications were to be ‘in clear’ or using current language, since conspirators were hiding behind ciphers. Balboa wanted to reach every radio operator in the fleet, because he believed that every ship had at least one loyal Republican among the operators who could spread the message horizontally to the crew, bypassing the vertical chain of command.

         On Saturday afternoon, 18 July, Minister of Marine José Giral signed official telegrams which Balboa sent out in Morse code to the commanding officers of the four Spanish destroyers and one gunboat at Ceuta and Melilla, ordering them to stop any ships bringing troops across the Strait of Gibraltar from Africa. In addition, they were to open fire on rebel camps, barracks or gatherings. ‘The Spanish Republic expects that the loyalty and discipline of the crew will honour the shining tradition of the Navy.’

         At Melilla, some officers disregarded this command. Captain Fernando Bastarreche tried to persuade the crew that he was right to do so. He waved a copy of Franco’s message:

         
            I’m not going to read it but to tell you that a military uprising has broken out across Spain, the whole army has risen … Heading the movement is a glorious Spaniard, General Franco, a man who is worthy of your trust, a good and patriotic Spaniard who has never meddled in politics … There is a government in Madrid that is no kind of a government. You will have read about the series of murders that are staining our land with blood, and for this reason General Franco is calling on all good Spaniards to help save our homeland. We have received an order to bombard Melilla … Tell me: which of you would open fire on our brothers?

         

         A hoarse voice broke the tense silence. ‘So why did the army start shooting in Asturias in ’34? Is it because miners, being miners, aren’t our brothers?’

         ‘I wouldn’t have fired,’ said Bastarreche.

         ‘That may be true. But someone on your side did.’

         Then Guevara from the engine room spoke up. He praised the Republic and said he would accept no orders except those from the legitimate government. Enraged, Bastarreche told him to leave the ship and telegraph Madrid. Guevara refused. ‘Sir, I am someone you kill from the front, not in the back, like a dog.’ The crews clamoured to return to Cartagena, and the two destroyers blundered out to sea, almost colliding. However, they carried no insurgent troops across from Melilla to mainland Spain.

         It was a different story along the African coast at Ceuta. In the dark of Saturday night, the destroyer Churruca embarked four hundred Moorish soldiers loyal to Franco, and together with the passenger/ cargo ship Ciudad de Algeciras (owned by Juan March), also carrying insurgent military personnel, set off for Cádiz. The mail steam-packet Cabo Espartel, carrying a further battalion of Regulares, headed for Algeciras. As they crossed the strait, a radio operator on Churruca managed to tell Balboa what was happening and swore that Republican loyalists would later take over the rebel ship, and if necessary sink her in the strait.

         Now the Spanish Republican navy was in turmoil, caught in a tragedy of loyalties. Officers rebelling against the state they were pledged to serve provoked mutiny among men whose duty was to follow orders. In one ship, an officer argued passionately to his crew that the military rebellion was not to import fascism but to stop communism taking over the country. A sailor replied that they wanted neither fascism nor communism, but in order to defend the Republic from both extremes they were prepared to shed their blood. And bloodshed there was, as loyalists and rebels fought for control of ships and bases. Rebels took El Ferrol, La Coruña, San Fernando near Cádiz and Palma de Mallorca. The northern Biscay coast from Gijon to San Sebastián stayed loyal to the government, as did the whole Mediterranean littoral from Málaga to Barcelona. Urged on by Balboa in Madrid and radio operators on other ships, loyal crew members seized the cruisers Libertad and Miguel de Cervantes from officers who wished to join the insurgency. Hugh Thomas says the pro-Franco officers on the Cervantes resisted to the last man and that other officers were imprisoned and then shot at Cartagena in August. The worst atrocities and murders happened on prison ships afterwards, not during the initial fighting. George Steer records how ‘drunk and dirty sailors’ from a left-wing Republican warship crept aboard the prison ship Cabo de Quilates in Bilbao waters and murdered forty-two Francoist prisoners in early October. Overall, more than a third of the Spanish navy’s officers perished.

         These events had consequences in Gibraltar. On 19 July, somewhere at sea off the coast of Portugal, there was a brief gunfight for control of the España-class battleship Jaime I, a dreadnought with eight twelve-inch guns. Sailors loyal to the Republican government acquired pistols, stormed the defended bridge and killed two rebel officers, Captain Aguilar and Lieutenant Cañas. Both sides were guilty of opposing lawful authority; but which of them was in the right?

         It being high summer, the loyalist sailors asked the Marine Ministry in Madrid for instructions about what to do with the dead bodies of the officers. The reply, to this specific question, was brief: ‘Con sobriedad respetuosa den fondo a los cadáveres, anotando situación’ (‘With respectful solemnity, commit their bodies to the deep, noting position’). Franco’s rebels later dishonestly portrayed this message as a general government mandate to murder officers by throwing them overboard.

         General Franco broadcast by radio from Tenerife his first manifesto, claiming he was saving Spain from anarchy and foreign subversion. Then he flew from the Canary Islands to Spanish Morocco in a British-owned and British-piloted Dragon Rapide aeroplane, hired with £2000 of Juan March’s money. A right-wing ‘adventurer’ called Major Hugh Pollard, who did odd jobs for SIS, brought the aircraft out to him. When he landed at Tetuán early on Sunday 19 July, Franco learned that the colonels supporting him had managed to send some Moorish Regulares (commanded by Spanish officers) to Algeciras on the Spanish mainland aboard three small ships. Thus the city across the bay from Gibraltar became the beachhead for rebel troops from Morocco to disembark.

         
            *

         

         The Senior Naval Officer (Intelligence) in Gibraltar reported to the Admiralty on Sunday 19 July that ‘Martial law was declared in ALGECIRAS when Communist leader was shot last night.’ Algeciras had fallen to the rebels straight away on 18 July; its newly arrived military commandant, Colonel Emilio March, was swift to join the conspiracy. As the Gibraltar Chronicle and Official Gazette approvingly put it in its front-page lead on Monday 20 July: ‘The military assumed power at Algeciras on Saturday afternoon in the quietest possible manner.’ Among the leading civilian supporters of the rebellion were the conservative Larios family. Pablo Larios’s house, San Bernardo, became a barracks for young right-wingers, eager to shed Red blood.

         What happened in La Línea over the same two days was very different. The carabineros, the armed corps that patrolled coasts and borders, remained largely loyal to the government. NCOs at the Ballesteros barracks disarmed those officers who wished to rebel and pushed some across the border into Gibraltar late on Saturday, before the gate at Four Corners closed at midnight. The next day the fighting continued.

         
            *

         

         After hearing the first radio reports of military turbulence, the American reporter Jay Allen left his house in Torremolinos to see what was happening further south down the coast. He arrived in La Línea on the morning of Sunday 19 July in a rich man’s limousine. Nervous Anarcho-Syndicalists opened fire on what they thought was a right-winger’s vehicle, wounding Allen’s Spanish driver. A mob of men seized the reporter but he talked his way out in fluent Spanish. He went home, said goodbye to his writer friends, Gerald Brenan and Gamel Woolsey, and got a fisherman to take him with his typewriter and suitcase from Estepona to Gibraltar to hunt out good stories for the News Chronicle.

         At eleven o’clock that morning, the rebel torpedo boat T-19 shelled La Línea’s Ballesteros barracks. When 170 Moorish Regulares who had disembarked in Algeciras joined the attack, the defenders could not withstand the assault. ‘Loyal troops there have capitulated,’ signalled the Gibraltar Staff Officer (Intelligence), ‘and both LINEA and ALGECIRAS are in the hands of revolutionaries.’ Among those rebel attackers, one of Pablo Larios’s sons-in-law, Fernando Povar, took a bullet in the shoulder and nearly lost his arm to gangrene later.

         After the Sunday lunchtime battle in La Línea, the Moorish Regulares, seeing signs of hostility in the crowds outside the barracks, started shooting into them too, killing and wounding scores of civilians. Estimates of the number of dead range from ninety to over 150.

         
            *

         

         On Tuesday 21 July, the Gibraltar government cabled the Colonial Office a situation report:

         
            Situation in Spain where as you will be aware Army in conjunction with Fascist party has rebelled against Socialist government is very obscure. Algeciras in hands of rebels. Malaga reported still held by Government but burning in many places. Neighbouring town of La Linea occupied by rebel troops from Morocco and there have been clashes there with Communist mob. Reaction in Gibraltar has been that Colony has been inundated with over 2000 of the 4000 British subjects living there [in La Línea]. Also considerable influx of terror-stricken Spanish including many women and children. Entry of Spaniards however being strictly controlled. Some inconveniences through lack of Spanish labour but not yet serious. Similarly a shortage of fresh vegetables etc, but supplies expected from Tangier. British tourists and others have been collected from Algeciras by Port Department launch and from Torremolinos west of Malaga by War Department tug. Telephone communication with Spain suspended, train services not running, travel by road impossible or risky. No overland mails received since Saturday. Please repeat to General Harington, 94 Piccadilly.

         

         The sporty Governor of Gibraltar, General Sir Charles Harington, was on leave in England, happily watching the cricket at Lord’s, having taken a little flat nearby so as not to miss a stroke of the batting, and picked up messages at his club, the Naval and Military, known as the ‘In and Out’, at 94 Piccadilly. The Acting Governor and Commander-in-Chief of Gibraltar was Brigadier W. T. Brooks.

         The Rock was a very long way from Lord’s Cricket Ground. There had been an enormous stampede of people out of La Línea. Those who could not get through the gate rowed or even swam across to Gibraltar’s Eastern Beach, seeking shelter with friends and family or among kindly strangers. Fishing boats from La Atunera ferried refugees to Catalan Bay. The wounded were taken to the Colonial Hospital and the semi-naked, hungry children clothed and fed. No one knows exactly how many refugees there were, but Harington later estimated up to ten thousand. He wrote: ‘Gibraltar was at once dangerously overcrowded. These people lived in caves, on hulks, in hovels of every kind, many in the streets, in taxis, in gardens and in a camp we prepared for them.’

         This was an army tent-camp rigged up for twelve hundred people on the racecourse at North Front, where the Gibraltar Soup Kitchen provided many thousands of hot meals and hundreds of tins of milk for babies. The CO of the Gordon Highlanders complained in mid-August that refugees were freely defecating by the hedge round the manège (riding school), but others set up a subscription fund to help the destitute. The Indian Merchants’ Association, while worried about ‘our people and property’ in Spanish territories, were ‘deeply touched’ by the influx of frightened civilians pouring into Gibraltar, and wrote to the Colonial Secretary generously offering ‘advice, help and co-operation, any time we are called upon’. Over a hundred new Special Constables were recruited to help with the refugees, many of whom were poor working-class Spaniards who feared going back because they might be shot for their left-wing views. (Although in British official eyes only ‘prominent persons e.g. of ministerial status’ counted as ‘political refugees’.)

         Flies, dust and filth led Lieutenant Colonel Allnutt, the Medical Officer of Health, to call for improvements in sanitation and three-times-a-day emptying of the thirty-four bucket-latrines provided. Seven young children and two old people died in the camp, but when the governor closed the place in mid-September, the refugees resisted, scuffling with the police in Irish Town. The National Council of Civil Liberties in London sent a telegram to the Secretary of State for the Colonies, Major Ormsby-Gore, on 19 September:

         
            Gravely disturbed at reports that Spanish refugee camp in Gibraltar closed down and refugees camping in streets and refugees without money liable to be sent over border to rebel territory where they would be exposed to risk of torture or death … These reports causing widespread feeling in this country and regarded as violations of British tradition on right of asylum stop We earnestly beg you make immediate investigation and prevent grievous injustice being done ends.

         

         Among those who signed the letter were the liberal Tory MP Vyvyan Adams, the lawyer and MP Dingle Foot, Professor Julian Huxley, the campaigning journalist Henry Nevinson, the progressive MP Eleanor Rathbone and the novelist H. G. Wells. The Gibraltar government replied that no one was being sent by force anywhere they did not want to go: fifteen hundred refugees had been shipped to Málaga, still under Republican government control, while another two hundred had drifted back to La Línea.

         
            *

         

         In late July 1936, General Franco’s whole strategy hinged on the Strait of Gibraltar. His rebel army was mostly cut off in Africa; he was desperate to get them across the water to Europe, and he had to stop the loyalist navy from blocking their way. In the Mediterranean and the Strait of Gibraltar, the Republic still ruled the waves, retaining a battleship and two cruisers, as well as nine destroyers, eight submarines, four torpedo boats and some smaller craft. Franco used every aeroplane he could muster at Tetuán in Spanish Morocco, mainly Breguet biplanes but also half a dozen small trainers from the Seville Aero Club, to bomb these ships and drive them away. Nearly all the Francoist attacks missed, but since several targets were British-flagged vessels, including the Gibel Dersa, the regular Bland Line ferry to Tangier, the British government sent warnings via the British consul in Tetuán that any more such incidents would be met by force.

         A squadron of Spanish Republican ships – the cruisers Libertad and Cervantes, the destroyer Churruca and three gunboats – converged on the port of Tangier in Morocco, seeking water and fuel. Tangier was a law unto itself, run by a Control Commission of six European nations: Belgium, Britain, France, Italy, Portugal and Spain. Under Article 3 of the 1923 Convention establishing Tangier as a neutral ‘international zone’, all military activity was prohibited. On these grounds, Shell refused to sell the Spanish government ships any bunker oil, although refuelling was not strictly ‘military’. Forty kilometres away in Tetuán, General Franco was outraged that the Republican ships were in Tangier at all, breaching neutrality, he claimed, by using the international zone as a base for potential attacks on Ceuta and Melilla and Gibraltar. When Franco threatened to bomb the Republican vessels, an international incident began brewing.

         Gibraltar cabled the Admiralty on 20 July: ‘Tangier reports that Spanish warships in harbour have placed their officers under arrest and have constituted a Soviet … They are awaiting oil fuel from Malaga and then propose to bombard Cadiz and Algeciras.’ The next day the Republican flotilla moved across the strait. Led by the battleship Jaime I, which arrived on 21 July, and the cruisers Libertad and Miguel de Cervantes, the fuel-starved ships started arriving in Gibraltar Bay on the evening of Tuesday 21 July. By Wednesday 22 July 1936, they had all dropped anchor among the commercial shipping outside the naval harbour.

         This worried General Franco. From Tetuán he sent a telegram addressed to the Governor of Gibraltar, trying to persuade him that the Republican navy was no longer legitimate and should not be refuelled or resupplied. This is how his 21 July message was translated from the Spanish, with the original ink underlinings of key phrases:

         
            General Staff in Chief of Expeditionary Force and High Commissioner of Spain in Morocco triumphant in Spanish general rising against communism can assure you that Government no longer exists and is only obeyed by scattered groups and mobs in a state of anarchism and one or two capital ships of Spanish navy from Tangier to your port intending to refuel. The state of their crews is fully communistic. The staff and officers have been made prisoners when not killed or wounded as has happened to battleship JAIME I which establishes characteristics of pirate ships to the extreme so that an inspection on board will satisfy you. Having assumed responsibility of this command to bring peace to the nation and as it is not in the interest of Spain that fuel oil be supplied to them or that they be allowed to fuel in English waters I pray Your Excellency to transmit to His Majesty’s Government these circumstances with the object that the anarchist influence of these ships in the Mediterranean be terminated ends.

         

         In Gibraltar Bay, the British boarding officers and the naval visiting officer came to visit the Republican vessels but could not immediately see Commander Fernando Navarro Capdevila, who was said to be in charge of the cruiser Libertad. Then an unshaven person appeared. He was dressed in the correct officer’s uniform with the right insignia denoting Capitán de Fragata, but he was not wearing socks.

         Did this shocking aberration indicate the collapse of decency and the rise of communism? Or was he perhaps a member of the lower orders impersonating an officer? In fact, the cruiser had run out of fresh water to wash with, and Commander Navarro had been racing pillar to post for four days without a change of clothes. This loyal officer had taken an emergency flight from the Ministry of Marine in Madrid; narrowly escaped execution by rebels in Cartagena and, once freed, had sailed via Tangier to Gibraltar, where he was finally able to take his socks off.

         The Francoist rebel command were trying to recapture the narrative by making the legitimate Spanish government seem illegitimate. Colonel Emilio March, the Francoist Military Commandant of Algeciras, sent a mildly threatening message to the Acting Governor of Gibraltar, Brigadier Brooks:

         
            Governments can treat with warships of other nations if they are legal and their officers genuine. But if they are prisoners on board or they have been shot, the ships should be considered as pirate ships and should not be helped in any way … [T]here may be consequences.

         

         Brooks later telexed the Colonial Office in London about the Republican ships, telling them that he had received a visit from a rather junior officer, Lieutenant José Paz, claiming to be the acting chief of staff, accompanied by the Consul of the Spanish Republic. Paz, who was not in uniform, admitted there were very few officers on board his ship: ‘they had left when the trouble broke out.’ The Republican flotilla had then applied to the local commercial bunkering firms for coal and fuel oil, the Gibraltar firms had refused to supply them without reference to their principals in London. Meanwhile the Spanish government oiler Ophir was supplying the flotilla with five hundred tons, enough for them to get to Málaga. Brooks thought the Republican ships wanted ‘to use Gibraltar if possible as a fuelling and supply base and to bring the neighbouring towns under fire’. He pointed out that General Franco in Morocco had warned that ‘he will be forced to fight the Government Fleet with his aeroplanes and that British ships in the straits should carry distinctive signs in order to prevent mistakes’. In view of this, Brooks asked the Republicans ‘to move their anchorage to the north end of the bay near the Spanish shore … I consider it is most desirable that this Fleet should depart from British waters as soon as possible and be discouraged from returning.’

         All the Gibraltar bunkering firms were situated in the central street called Irish Town and almost all refused to sell fuel to the Republican ships. (Were they ‘squared’ by the rebels? Or the Gibraltar government? Possibly; no evidence remains.) Their representative, Lionel Imossi, claimed that he told Lieutenant José Paz there would be no coal unless imprisoned officers were handed over to the judicial authorities; Paz denied that he held any prisoners. Official Gibraltar was suspicious and fearful of the Republican sailors, with the Royal Navy in particular seeing revolutionary fervour as a dangerous contagion. Acting Governor Brooks soon sent a cable that is further evidence of shallow analysis.

         
            I am not satisfied that the ships mentioned belong to the Spanish government although they fly the Spanish national flag. My definite opinion is that Communists are commanding and manning them. Sailors have landed here and have given publicly in Gibraltar the Communist salute. A young officer off one of the ships … says that all the officers on board are locked up. All Gibraltar coal merchants except one state that they are unable to give coal to Spanish ships on account of lack of stocks. The remaining one will supply it if it receives definite orders from Government so to do and payment guaranteed. Immediate instructions are required.

         

         Official Gibraltar did not ask the right questions and made no mention of the salient fact that the Franco-favouring rebel officers were disobeying the orders of the legitimate Spanish government. The spectre of ‘Communism’ was enough to frighten the class-and caste-bound British, horrified by scruffy crews and breaches of decorum. They also believed that naval officers were imprisoned below decks, murdered and thrown overboard, perhaps even, as the anti-communist Francis Yeats-Brown later alleged, ‘crucified … on the quarter-deck’.

         The Royal Navy – the Senior Service – had always feared insurrection from below and repressed it fiercely. ‘What are the traditions of the navy, pray?’ Churchill is said to have expostulated: ‘Rum, sodomy and the lash!’ The late King George V, most punctilious of naval monarchs, once rebuked Claude Elliott, the head master of Eton, for allowing Eisenstein’s 1925 silent film Battleship Potemkin to be shown at the school. Told that it was good for the boys to see new cinematic techniques like montage even if they did come from Soviet Russia, the king said, ‘Nonsense! It is certainly not good for the boys to witness mutinies, especially naval mutinies.’

         In the end, no Gibraltarian oil or coal was sold. The Republican ships got just enough fuel from their own oil tanker to make it to Málaga.

         
            *

         

         The Admiralty Tower at Gibraltar was alive with signals as the Royal Navy was galvanised for action all round the coast of Spain. From Vigo in northwest Spain, far off from the British Embassy and the Foreign Office, came a request for a fast warship to protect ‘British lives and property in case needed. All business closed since July 13th. General strike now in progress and disturbances at San Pedro hourly. Town and district virtually in hands of proletariat.’

         The Royal Navy’s policy was to rescue all Britons and other respectable persons from the chaos caused by dangerously overexcited foreigners. Rear Admiral James Murray Pipon at Gibraltar committed the S-class destroyer HMS Shamrock to evacuations from Málaga, Marbella and then Sevilla; he sent HMS Whitehall to Tangier, the ageing sloop HMS Cormorant to patrol the Eastern Beach of Gibraltar, and the dockyard tug Energetic to pick up 130 British nationals and various foreigners and take them away from Algeciras.

         All through the Mediterranean, screws were churning: six B-class destroyers arrived from Malta to help; the battle cruiser HMS Repulse brought the 2nd Battalion Gordon Highlanders at high speed back from Egypt, and after disembarking them in Gibraltar on the 25th, headed for Palma de Mallorca to evacuate over five hundred foreigners. Basilisk went to Almería, Boadicea to Alicante, Devonshire to Palma, Keith to Valencia, Keppel and Whitshed to Vigo, and five more British warships to Barcelona.

         The reporter George Steer was sardonic about the evacuations, which he witnessed in the autonomous Basque country in northwest Spain even though it had remained orderly: ‘There was no social revolution at Bilbao … political murder and destruction of property (the very thought of which was horrible to the Basque farmer-bourgeoisie) were suppressed at once.’ Nevertheless, Steer said, foreign navies, including the British Royal Navy, were insisting that all their citizens be immediately evacuated, which in effect helped the Francoist rebels, because the loss of foreign technicians, businessmen, bankers, managers, etc., caused severe economic damage to the Republic. Steer wrote in his 1938 book The Tree of Gernika that ‘the official naval attitude to the Civil War was summed up colourfully in the Official Gazette of Gibraltar, which described the Spanish Government with which its own Government maintained normal diplomatic relations as – The Reds.’ Indeed, ‘Malaga in Hands of Reds’ and ‘Warships Turn Red’ were the front-page headlines of the Gibraltar Chronicle and Official Gazette on Tuesday 21 and Wednesday 22 July 1936.*

         Gibraltar’s prejudices distorted London’s policy towards Spain because the British government had nowhere else to get its information. The best British correspondent in Spain, Henry Buckley of the Daily Telegraph, pointed out in his exemplary book The Life and Death of the Spanish Republic (1940) that British officials were absent from Madrid. The ambassador, Sir Henry Chilton, was away summering at San Sebastián with the corps diplomatique; the British consul, George Ogilvie-Forbes, was on holiday for a whole month until the middle of August. No one was en poste throughout to tell HMG what was really going on.

         In Madrid and Barcelona, an ill-armed citizenry had managed to thwart the military uprising against a democratic state, and there was still a moderate, middle-class Spanish government, however precarious: Don Manuel Azaña was president and Don José Giral, the bespectacled pharmaceutical chemistry professor, was still prime minister. Henry Buckley’s view was that the British government did not want to know in precise detail what was happening, they were just waiting (and hoping?) for Franco to win. The reporter thought the complete lack of ‘fresh and accurate material’ from diplomats, analysts and ‘unofficial observers of insight and experience’ during the dramatic events of mid-July set the entire course of subsequent British policy, which began in ignorance. Carl von Clausewitz said that the first and ‘the most far-reaching act of judgement’ that commanders have to make is to establish what kind of war is being embarked on. Calling Franco’s rebellion ‘the Spanish Civil War’ was a category error. The file that the Gibraltar government started on the events did at least have a more accurate title: ‘Military Rising in Spain, July 1936’. 

         England’s rulers assumed their class interest was the same thing as the national interest. By standing back, refusing to help or arm another democracy, they yielded the ground to totalitarian powers to fight their proxy wars. Henry Buckley regretted that British Empire policy was shaped too much by prejudice. ‘Well, I suppose all empires grow old,’ Buckley concluded. ‘But it is not much fun to be a young man in an old empire.’

         
            *

         

         Andalusia in 1936 was as unequal as Ireland in 1836. Five per cent of the landowners in some provinces had three quarters of the total agricultural wealth, and the landless got a few pesetas a day for seasonal work. This bred anger and resentment, and when the serious shooting started in the summer of 1936, it allowed the different classes to start murdering each other in a furia española.

         One of the first buildings set on fire in Málaga in July 1936 was the Casa Larios, the headquarters of Málaga’s principal industries. Its reduction to an ‘ugly, smoking shell’ was witnessed by Gamel Woolsey, the melancholy poet from South Carolina who had fallen in love with another writer, Gerald Brenan. In July 1936 she was happily living with him in their thick-walled old farmhouse in the village of Churriana, south of Málaga on the road to Torremolinos – a property Brenan had bought from Don Carlos Crooke Larios.

         Gerald Brenan, a self-described rebel against middle-class English life, knew and loved Spain and the Spanish people. After winning the Military Cross as a captain in the Great War, he left England ‘to discover new and more breathable atmospheres’ in Spain, an experience memorably evoked in his book South from Granada. Brenan’s account of the social and political background of the civil war, The Spanish Labyrinth (1943), is a classic which the historian Hugh Trevor-Roper said ‘made everything else written on Spain seem pitifully shoddy’.

         Gamel Woolsey’s own book, Death’s Other Kingdom: a Spanish village on the eve of the Civil War (1939), tracks the emotional and psychological effects of fanaticism and political murder on ordinary life. Looking at the torched Casa Larios, she wondered if arson wasn’t ‘a vice of the nature of an erotic crime’: rape on the grand scale. ‘The mad faces in the streets of Málaga seemed drugged with the lust of burning; and all the queer creatures of the gutter and the cellar, the twisted, the perverse and the maimed had crawled up into the light of the flames.’†

         Ingenious methods were used to rescue people from ‘Red’ Málaga. The Ruggeroni brothers, Angel and Ernest, who acted as the Mexican consul and vice consul in Gibraltar, used blank Mexican passports to help give the persecuted new identities. They usually took the bogus passports off people when they got to the Rock, but when someone travelled further with one, Mexico closed the scheme down.

         As humane, educated people, Woolsey and Brenan felt it was their duty to protect their neighbour, Carlos Crooke Larios, from roaming Anarchist death squads looking for any ‘Fascists’ to shoot. Brenan described Don Carlos as full of optimism and good cheer, but with a cruel and destructive streak. They hid him with his sons in their house for a month even though he was a most annoying and dangerous guest. During a Francoist air raid on Málaga he was seen jumping about on the roof and shouting ‘¡Viva España!’ which could have led to the whole household being shot by a renegade leftist camarilla. Eventually, with the help of a Spanish Liberal called Don Francisco, Brenan got Don Carlos the right papers to board an American warship evacuating people to Gibraltar.

         Ten days later, Brenan and Woolsey followed him into exile. Among the rich Spanish refugees on the Rock they found Don Carlos Crooke Larios again, now working for General Franco’s intelligence service. 

         
            I asked him when he returned to Malaga to protect Don Francisco, to whom he owed his life and who was in any case not a Red but a harmless liberal, trapped in a situation which he hated.

            ‘He’ll be shot all right,’ Don Carlos answered breezily. ‘We are going to shoot everyone who worked for the Reds.’

         

         On Wednesday 22 July, between 4.30 and 7.00 p.m., Franco’s insurgent aircraft flew over the strait from Ceuta in Africa to bomb the five Republican warships that were anchored at the north end of Gibraltar Bay. The Fortress told the War Office that the Republican ships ‘engaged aircraft actively with all available guns. Several unexploded shells and many fragments fell in Gibraltar but little damage, no casualties. Situation complicated by presence of Spanish Government aircraft flying low and dropping bomb on neutral ground and machine-gunning troops in La Linea. Strongest possible protest lodged with both sides.’ Some shrapnel fell on the roof of the Rock Hotel and other bits went right over the top of the Rock and landed on Catalan Bay village.

         Gibraltar’s Colonial Secretary, Colonel Beattie, addressed ‘the strongest possible protest against this outrage and contravention of international law’ to the Republican Commander Fernando Navarro on the Libertad, reminding him that his ships were ‘admitted to port only for supplies and they must not jeopardize life by actions of this kind’. If any similar incidents occurred, the ships would have to leave. In a gesture towards even-handedness, he also informed Navarro that ‘a protest is being lodged with the [Francoist] authorities responsible for the despatch of the aircraft’.

         Captain Navarro replied straight away:

         
            We respectfully beg to state to Your Excellency that in view of the attitude of the subversive aviation against the legitimate Govt. of Spain we have been compelled to bombard this aviation which repeatedly violates international treaties and put themselves outside the law and which I respectfully put forward for Your Excellency’s information in case Your Excellency should deem it expedient to act in defence of the international treaties. We respectfully offer our respects to the representative of His Britannic Majesty’s Government.

         

         General Franco also responded to the protest note, sending an insincere telegram via the Algeciras commandant Colonel March to the Colonial Secretary, to let ‘His Excellency the Governor of that Fortress’ know just how ‘extraordinarily’ annoyed he was by bombs falling in the wrong places. Franco would issue ‘the strictest orders’ against any repetition. Nevertheless, any shrapnel that fell was all the fault of ‘the state of anarchism of the Spanish fleet’. The message ended with a stiff reassurance: ‘It is the greatest interest and desire of General Franco to avoid by all means any inconvenience, danger and juridical infringement to the British nation and its inhabitants …’

         Over the telephone from Algeciras, the rebel Colonel March continued to argue that Republican ships were effectively pirate ships. He thought ‘the proper thing’ for British naval forces to do was to disarm such warships and intern their crews in the fortress, citing the authority of General Franco as the ‘de facto chief of the Spanish government, since his forces have possession of ¾ of Spanish territory, and there is in fact no government in our capital’.

         Around midnight on Wednesday 22 July, the Republican flotilla left Gibraltar and headed to Málaga for fuel. Franco’s planes repeatedly bombed all ships in the strait. At 10 a.m. on Thursday, a rebel plane dropped a bomb near the British destroyer HMS Beagle, and around noon the civilian Gibel Dersa ferry was bombed at the entrance to Tangier harbour. HMS Whitehall opened fire, and the aircraft went away. When the Gibel Dersa was bombed again on the way back to Gibraltar at 18.20, George Gaggero, the chairman of Bland Line, protested by telegram. Franco’s disingenuous, comicopera response was to award the Gibel Dersa’s captain, José Silva García, the Cross of Military Merit.

         
            * When George Orwell visited Gibraltar en route to Morocco on 7 and 8 September 1938, he described the paper thus: ‘Local English daily, Gibraltar Chronicle & Official Gazette, 8 pages of which 2½ advertisements, 1d. Current number, 31,251. More or less pro-Fascist.’

            † Just before his evacuation by British destroyer to Gibraltar in July 1936, the young Laurie Lee felt something similar after the villagers burned down the pseudo-Moorish casino in Almuñecar, ‘an air of orgiastic gloom … a sour and desolate sadness’.
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