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Praise for Soldiers of Salamis


“If you’re seeking an example of commanding modern fiction that revisits the landmarks of modern history at the same time as it reveals their long aftermath in ordinary lives, you need look no further than Soldiers of Salamis. It is a novel that, with immense subtlety, humanity and wit, finds small mercies within the big picture of conflict and tragedy”


BOYD TONKIN, Independent


“This is a masterly parable of political violence, of suffering, but also, and decisively, of the strange logic of compassion and healing”


GEORGE STEINER


“This is an important, fresh and original book; it looks at truth and memory and human motivation. It is also about all wars, as well as dreams and hope. Above all, it demonstrates how eloquent and exciting fiction is still capable of being”


EILEEN BATTERSBY, Irish Times


“A quick-witted, tender quest for truth and the possibility of reconciliation in history, in our everyday lives – which happens to be the theme of most great European fiction”


SUSAN SONTAG
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The Blind Spot: An Essay on the Novel




For Raül Cercas and Mercè Mas




 


The gods desire to keep the stuff of life hidden from us.


Hesiod, Works and Days




Author’s Note


This book is the fruit of extensive reading and long conversations. Many of the people to whom I am indebted appear in the text with their full names; among those who do not, I want to mention Josep Clara, Jordi Gracia, Eliane and Jean-Marie Lavaud, José-Carlos Mainer, Josep Maria Nadal, Carlos Trías, and especially Mónica Carbajosa, whose doctoral thesis, The Prose of ’27: Rafael Sánchez Mazas, has been immensely useful. To all of them: thank you.




Part One


Forest Friends




 


It was the summer of 1994, more than six years ago now, when I first heard about Rafael Sánchez Mazas facing the firing squad. Three things had just happened: first my father had died; then my wife had left me; finally, I’d given up on my literary career. I’m lying. The truth is, of those three things, the first two are factual, even exact; but not the third. In reality, my career as a writer had never actually got started, so it would have been difficult to give it up. It’d be more accurate to say I gave it up having barely begun. I’d published my first novel in 1989; like the collection of stories that appeared two years earlier, the book was received with glaring indifference, but a combination of vanity and an enthusiastic review written by a friend from those days contrived to convince me I could one day become a novelist and, to do so, should quit my job as a journalist and devote myself entirely to writing. The results of this change in lifestyle were five years of economic, physical and metaphysical anguish, three unfinished novels and a dreadful depression that knocked me back into an armchair in front of the television for two whole months. Fed up with paying the bills, including the one for my father’s funeral, and watching me stare at the blank television screen and weep, my wife moved out as soon as I started to recover, and I was left with no choice but to forget my literary ambitions and ask for my old job back at the newspaper.


I’d just turned forty, but luckily – or because I’m not a good writer but nor am I a bad journalist, or, more likely, because there was no-one at the paper willing to do my job for a salary as meagre as mine – they agreed. They assigned me to the culture section, which is where they put people they don’t know what to do with. At first, with the undeclared aim of punishing my disloyalty – given that, for some journalists, a colleague who leaves journalism to write a novel is nothing less than a traitor – they made me do everything but get the boss’ coffee from the bar on the corner, and very few colleagues refrained from indulging in sarcasm and irony at my expense. Time must have blunted the memory of my infidelity: soon I was editing the odd piece, writing articles, doing interviews. That was how, in July 1994, I ended up interviewing Rafael Sánchez Ferlosio, who at the time was giving a series of lectures at the university. I knew Ferlosio was extremely reluctant to speak to journalists, but thanks to a friend (or rather a friend of that friend who’d organised Ferlosio’s stay in the city), I managed to get him to agree to talk to me for a while. Calling that an interview would be going a bit far; if it was an interview, it was the weirdest one I’ve ever done. To begin with, Ferlosio showed up on the terrace of the Bistrot surrounded by a swarm of friends, disciples, admirers and hangers-on; this, added to an obvious lack of attention to his clothes and a physical appearance that inextricably blended the manner of a Castilian aristocrat ashamed of being one with that of an old Mongol warrior – massive head, unruly hair streaked with grey, hard, emaciated, difficult face, large nose and cheeks darkened by stubble – might have suggested, to an uninformed observer, a religious guru surrounded by acolytes. Moreover, Ferlosio roundly refused to answer a single one of the questions I put to him, claiming he’d given the best answers he was capable of in his books. This doesn’t mean he didn’t want to talk to me; quite the contrary: as if seeking to refute his reputation for unsociability (or perhaps it’s just unfounded), he was extremely cordial, and the afternoon flew by as we chatted. The problem was that if I asked him, say, about his division of literary personae into those of fate and those of character, he would contrive to answer me with a discourse on, say, the causes of the rout of the Persian fleet in the battle of Salamis; whereas when I tried to extract his opinion on, say, the pomp and ceremony of the celebrations of the five-hundredth anniversary of the conquest of the Americas, he would answer me by describing, with a wealth of gesticulation and detail, say, the correct use of a jack plane. It was an exhausting tug-of-war, and it wasn’t until the last beer of the evening that Ferlosio told the story of his father facing the firing squad, the story that’s kept me in suspense for the last two years. I don’t remember who mentioned the name Rafael Sánchez Mazas or how it came up (maybe it was one of Ferlosio’s friends, maybe Ferlosio himself ), but I do remember Ferlosio telling us:


“They shot him not far from here, at the Collell Sanctuary.” He looked at me. “Have you ever been there? Me neither, but I know it’s near Banyoles. It was at the end of the war. The 18th of July had caught him in Madrid, and he had to seek refuge in the Chilean Embassy, where he spent more than a year. Towards the end of ’37 he escaped from the Embassy and left Madrid hidden in a truck, perhaps with the aim of getting to France. However, they arrested him in Barcelona and, when Franco’s troops were about to reach the city, took him to Collell, up near the border. That’s where they shot him. It was an execution by firing squad en masse, probably chaotic, because the war was already lost and the Republicans were rushing helter-skelter for the Pyrenees, so I don’t think they knew they were executing one of the founders of the Falange, and a personal friend of José Antonio Primo de Rivera at that. My father always kept the trousers and sheepskin jacket he was wearing when they shot him, he showed them to me many times, they’re probably still around; the trousers had holes in them, because the bullets only grazed him and he took advantage of the confusion of the moment to run and hide in the woods. From there, sheltering in a ditch, he heard the dogs barking and the shots and the soldiers’ voices as they searched for him knowing they couldn’t waste much time searching because Franco’s troops were on their heels. At some point my father heard branches moving behind him; he turned and saw a militiaman looking at him. Then he heard a shout: “Is he there?” My father told how the soldier stared at him for a few seconds and then, without taking his eyes off him shouted, ‘There’s nobody over here!’, turned and walked away.”


Ferlosio paused, and his eyes contracted into a knowing expression of boundless mischief, like a little boy holding back his laughter.


“He spent several days hiding in the woods, living on what he could find or what they gave him at the farms. He didn’t know the area, and moreover he’d broken his glasses, so he could hardly see; that’s why he always said he’d never have survived if he hadn’t met some lads from a nearby village – Cornellà de Terri it was called, or is – some lads who protected and fed him until the Nationalists arrived. They became great friends, and when it was all over he stayed at their house for a few days. I don’t think he ever saw them again, but he talked to me about them more than once. I remember he always called them by the name they’d given themselves: ‘the forest friends’.”


That was the first time I heard the story told, and that’s how I heard it. As for the interview with Ferlosio, I finally managed to salvage it, or perhaps I made it up: as far as I recall, not once did he allude to the battle of Salamis (but he did discuss the distinction between personae of character and personae of fate), nor to the exact use of a jack plane (but did expound on the pomp of the five-hundredth anniversary celebrations of the discovery of America). Nor did the interview mention the firing squad at Collell or Sánchez Mazas. Of the first I knew only what I’d just heard Ferlosio tell, of the latter not much more; at that time I’d not read a single line of Sánchez Mazas, and to me he was no more than a mist-shrouded name, just one more of the many Falangist politicians and writers that the last years of Spanish history had hastily buried, as if the gravediggers feared they weren’t entirely dead.


As a matter of fact, they weren’t. At least not entirely. The story of the writer facing the firing squad at Collell and the circumstances surrounding it had so intrigued me, that after interviewing Ferlosio I started to feel curious about Sánchez Mazas; also about the Civil War, of which till then I’d known not much more than I did about the battle of Salamis or the exact use of the jack plane, and about the horrific stories that war produced, which till then I’d considered excuses for old men’s nostalgia and fuel for the imagination of unimaginative novelists. Coincidentally (or maybe not so coincidentally), it became fashionable around that time for Spanish writers to rehabilitate Falangist writers. It had actually started earlier, in the mid-1980s, when certain refined, influential publishers released the occasional volume by some refined, forgotten Falangist, but by the time I became interested in Sánchez Mazas, in some literary circles they weren’t just rehabilitating the good Falangist writers, but also the average and even the bad ones. Some ingenuous souls, including a few guardians of left-wing orthodoxy and the odd mischief-maker, declared that rehabilitating a Falangist writer was vindicating (or laying the groundwork to vindicate) Falangism itself. The truth was exactly the opposite: rehabilitating a Falangist writer was just rehabilitating a writer; or more precisely, it was vindicating themselves as writers by rehabilitating a good writer. I mean that the fashion arose, in the best cases (the worst aren’t worth mentioning), from the natural need all writers have to invent their own tradition, from a certain urge to be provocative, from the problematic certainty that literature is one thing and life another and that it was therefore possible to be a good writer at the same time as being a terrible person (or a person who supports and foments terrible causes), from the conviction that we were being literarily unfair to certain Falangist writers, who, to use Andrés Trapiello’s phrase, had won the war but lost literature. Be that as it may, Sánchez Mazas did not escape this collective disinterring: in 1986 his collected poetry was published for the first time; in 1995 a popular series included a new edition of his novel The New Life of Pedrito de Andía; in 1996 another of his novels, Rosa Krüger, also appeared in a new edition, having actually been out of print since 1984. I read all those books then. I read them with interest – with pleasure even – but not enthusiasm: it didn’t take me long to conclude that Sánchez Mazas was a good writer, but not a great writer, though I doubt I’d have known how to clearly explain the difference between a great and a good writer. I remember, in the months or years that followed, randomly gathering bits and pieces about Sánchez Mazas from things I read, and even coming across the odd summary and vague allusion to the episode at Collell.


Time passed. I began to forget the story. One day at the beginning of February 1999, the year of the sixtieth anniversary of the end of the Civil War, someone at the paper suggested the idea of writing a commemorative article about the tragic last days of the poet Antonio Machado who, in January 1939 (together with his mother, his brother José and some hundreds of thousands of their utterly terrified compatriots), driven by the advance of Franco’s troops, fled from Barcelona to Collioure, on the other side of the French border, where he died a short time later. The episode was very well known, and I rightly thought that not a single Catalan (or non-Catalan) journalist would manage to avoid recalling it at some point during the anniversary, so I’d resigned myself to writing the standard time-honoured article when I remembered Sánchez Mazas and that his botched execution had occurred more or less at the same time as Machado’s death, except on the Spanish side of the border. I then imagined that the symmetry and contrast between these two terrible events – a kind of chiasmus of history – was perhaps not coincidental and that, if I could manage to get across the substance of each within the same article, the strange parallel might perhaps endow them with new meaning. This belief took hold when, as I began to do a little research, I stumbled across the story of Manuel Machado’s journey to Collioure, which he made shortly after the death of his brother Antonio. Then I started to write. The result was an article called “An Essential Secret”. Since, in its way, it’s also essential to this story, I include it here:




Sixty years have passed since the death of Antonio Machado in the last days of the Civil War. Of all the stories contained in that history, one of the saddest is no doubt Machado’s, because it ends badly. It has been told many times. He came to Barcelona from Valencia in April 1938, accompanied by his mother and his brother José, and stayed first in the Hotel Majestic and later in the Torre de Castañer, an old mansion on Sant Gervasi avenue. There he kept doing what he’d been doing since the beginning of the war: using his writing to defend the legitimate government of the Republic. He was old, weary and ill, and he no longer believed in Franco’s defeat. He wrote “This is the end; any day now Barcelona will fall. For the strategists, for the politicians, for the historians, it is all clear: we have lost the war. But in human terms, I am not so sure. Perhaps we have won.” Who knows if he guessed right about that last bit; without doubt he was right about the first. The night of January 22, 1939, four days before Franco’s troops took Barcelona, Machado and his family left in a convoy for the French border. Other writers accompanied them on that nightmarish exodus, among them Corpus Barga and Carles Riba. They made stops in Cervià de Ter and Mas Faixat, near Figueres. Finally, the night of the 27th, after walking 600 metres through the rain, they crossed the border. They’d been obliged to leave their luggage behind and they had no money. Thanks to the help of Corpus Barga, they managed to make it to Collioure and get rooms in the Hotel Bougnol-Quintana. Less than a month later the poet died; his mother survived him by three days. In the pocket of his overcoat, his brother José found a few notes; one of them was a verse, perhaps the first line of his last poem: “These blue days, this childhood sun.”


The story doesn’t end here. Shortly after the death of his brother Antonio, the poet Manuel Machado, who lived in Burgos, learned of it through the foreign press. Manuel and Antonio were not just brothers, they were intimates. The uprising of July 18 had caught Manuel in Burgos, rebel territory; Antonio in Madrid, Republican territory. It is reasonable to assume that, had he been in Madrid, Manuel would have been loyal to the Republic; it would perhaps be idle to speculate what might have happened if Antonio had chanced to be in Burgos. The fact is, as soon as he heard the news of his brother’s death, Manuel procured a safe-conduct and, after travelling for days across a Spain that had been reduced to ashes, arrived in Collioure. At the hotel he learned his mother had also died. He went to the cemetery. There, before the graves of his mother and his brother Antonio, he met his brother José. They talked. Two days later Manuel returned to Burgos.


But the story – at least the story I now want to tell – doesn’t end here either. At more or less the same time that Machado died in Collioure, Rafael Sánchez Mazas faced a firing squad near the Sanctuary of Collell. Sánchez Mazas was a good writer; he was also a friend of José Antonio, and one of the founders and ideologues of the Falange. His adventures in the war are shrouded in mystery. A few years ago his son, Rafael Sánchez Ferlosio, told me his version. I don’t know whether or not it is strictly true; I’m just telling it as he told me. Trapped in Republican Madrid by the military uprising, Sánchez Mazas sought refuge in the Chilean Embassy. He spent most of the war there; towards the end he tried to escape hidden in the back of a truck, but they arrested him in Barcelona and, as Franco’s troops approached the city, he was taken towards the border. Before crossing it they assembled a firing squad; but the bullets only grazed him, and he took advantage of the confusion to run and hide in the woods. From there he heard the voices of the militiamen pursuing him. One of them finally found him. He looked Sánchez Mazas in the eye. Then he shouted to his comrades, “There’s nobody over here!”, turned and walked away.


“Of all the stories in History,” wrote Jaime Gil, “the saddest is no doubt Spain’s, / because it ends badly.” Does it end badly? We’ll never know who that militiaman was who spared Sánchez Mazas’ life, nor what passed through his mind when he looked him in the eye; we’ll never know what José and Manuel Machado said to each other before the graves of their brother Antonio and their mother. I don’t know why, but sometimes I think, if we managed to unveil one of these parallel secrets, we might perhaps also touch on a much more essential secret.





I was very pleased with the article. When it was published, on February 22, 1999, exactly sixty years after Machado’s death in Collioure, exactly sixty years and twenty-two days after Sánchez Mazas faced the firing squad at Collell (although the exact date of the execution I only learned later), my colleagues at the paper congratulated me. I received three letters over the following days; to my surprise – I’ve never been a polemical columnist, one of those names that abound in the letters to the editor, and there was nothing to suggest that events of sixty years ago could upset anyone very much – all three referred to the article. The first, which I imagined was written by a university student from the literature department, reproached me for having insinuated (something I don’t think I did, or at least not entirely) in my article that, had Antonio Machado been in rebel Burgos in July of 1936, he would have taken Franco’s side. The second was worse; it was written by a man old enough to have lived through the war. He accused me of “revisionism” in unmistakable jargon, because the question in the last paragraph following the quote from Jaime Gil (“Does it end badly?”) suggested in a barely veiled way that Spain’s story ends well, which in his judgment is completely false. “It ends well for those who won the war,” he said. “But badly for those of us who lost it. No-one has ever even bothered to thank us for fighting for liberty. There is a monument to the war dead in every town in Spain. How many have you seen with, at the very least, the names of the fallen from both sides?” The letter finished: “And damn the Transition! Sincerely, Mateu Recasens.”


The third letter was the most interesting. It was signed by someone called Miquel Aguirre. Aguirre was a historian and, according to what he said, had spent several years investigating what happened during the Civil War in the Banyoles region. Among other things, his letter gave details of a fact which at that moment struck me as astonishing: Sánchez Mazas hadn’t been the only survivor of the Collell execution; a man named Jesús Pascual Aguilar also escaped with his life. Even more: it seemed Pascual had recounted the episode in a book called I Was Murdered by the Reds. “I’m afraid this book is virtually unobtainable,” concluded the letter with the unmistakable petulance of the erudite. “But if you are interested, I can place a copy at your disposal.” At the bottom of the letter Aguirre had put his address and a telephone number.


I phoned the number immediately. After a few misunderstandings, from which I deduced that he worked for some sort of company or public institution, I managed to speak to Aguirre. I asked if he had information about the execution at Collell; he said yes. I asked if he was still willing to lend me Pascual’s book; he said yes. I then asked if he’d like to meet for lunch; he said he lived in Banyoles, but came to Gerona every Thursday to record a radio programme.


“We could meet next Thursday,” he said.


It was Friday and, at the thought of a week’s impatience, I was about to suggest we meet that very afternoon, in Banyoles.


“O.K.,” I said, nevertheless. And at that moment I thought of Ferlosio with his innocent guru air and fiercely cheerful eyes, talking about his father on the terrace at the Bistrot. I asked: “Shall we meet at the Bistrot?”


The Bistrot is a bar in the old part of the city, with a vaguely modernist feel to it, marble and wrought-iron tables, rotary fans, its balconies brimming with flowers and overlooking the flight of steps leading up to the Sant Domènech Plaza. On Thursday, long before the time I’d agreed with Aguirre, I was seated at a table in the Bistrot with a beer in my hand; around me bubbled the conversations of the professors from the literature department who usually ate there. As I flipped through a magazine I thought how, making the lunch arrangements, it hadn’t occurred to either Aguirre or me, since we’d never met, that one of us should have mentioned some way of recognising each other, and I was just starting to try to imagine what Aguirre might look like, solely from the voice I’d heard over the telephone a week before, when a short, stocky, dark-haired individual wearing glasses stopped in front of my table with a red folder under his arm, his face barely visible under three-days’ growth of stubble and a bad-guy goatee. For some reason I’d expected Aguirre to be a calm, professorial old man, not this extremely young individual standing before me with a hung-over (or perhaps just eccentric) look to him. Since he didn’t say anything, I asked him if he were him. He said yes. Then he asked me if I were me. I said yes. We laughed. When the waitress came, Aguirre ordered rice à la cazuela and an entrecôte au roquefort; I ordered the rabbit and a salad. While we waited for the food Aguirre told me he’d recognised me from a photograph on the back of one of my books, which he’d read a while ago. Recovering from the initial spasm of vanity, I remarked grudgingly: “Oh, you were the one, were you?”


“I don’t understand.”


I felt obliged to clarify: “It was a joke.”


I was anxious to get to the point, but, as I didn’t want to seem rude or overly interested, I asked him about the radio programme. Aguirre let out a nervous laugh, showing his teeth: white and uneven.


“It’s supposed to be a humorous programme, but really it’s just crap. I play a fascist police commissioner called Antonio Gargallo who prepares reports about the people he interrogates. The truth is I think I’m falling in love with him. Naturally, they know nothing about any of this at the Town Hall.”


“You work at Banyoles Town Hall?”


Aguirre nodded, looking half embarrassed and half sorrowful.


“Secretary to the mayor,” he said. “More crap. The mayor’s an old friend. He asked and I didn’t know how to say no. But when this term finishes, I’m quitting.”


Since fairly recently, the municipal government of Banyoles had been in the hands of a team of very young members of the Catalan Republican Left, the radical nationalist party. Aguirre said:


“I don’t know what you think, sir, but to me a civilised country is one where people don’t have to waste their time on politics.”


I noticed the “sir”, but didn’t let it bother me, and instead leapt to grasp the rope Aguirre had just thrown me, catching it in mid-air: “Just the opposite of what happened in ’36.”


“Exactly.”


They brought the salad and the rice. Aguirre pointed at the red folder. “I photocopied the Pascual book for you.”


“Do you know very much about what happened at Collell?”


“Not very much, no,” he said. “It was a confusing episode.”


As he shovelled big forkfuls of rice into his mouth and washed them down with glasses of red wine, Aguirre told me, as if he felt he must put me in the picture, about the early days of the war in the region of Banyoles: the predictable failure of the coup d’état, the resulting revolution, the unconstrained savagery of the committees, the widespread burning of churches and massacres of the clergy.


“Even though it’s not in style anymore, I’m still anticlerical – but that was collective madness,” he added. “Of course, it’s easy to find explanations for it, but it’s also easy to find explanations for Nazism. Some nationalist historians insinuate that the ones who burned down churches and killed priests were from elsewhere – immigrants and suchlike. It’s a lie: they were from here, and three years later more than one of them cheered the arrival of Franco’s troops. Of course, if you ask, nobody was there when they torched the churches. But that’s another story. What pisses me off are those nationalists who still go around trying to sell the nonsense that it was a war between Castilians and Catalans, a movie with good guys and bad guys.”


“I thought you were a nationalist.”


Aguirre stopped eating.


“I’m not a nationalist,” he said. “I’m an independentista.”


“And what’s the difference?”


“Nationalism is an ideology,” he explained, hardening his voice a little, as if annoyed at having to clarify the obvious. “Insidious, in my opinion. Independence is only a possibility. Since nationalism is a belief, and beliefs aren’t up for debate, you can’t argue about it; you can about independence. To you, sir, it may seem reasonable or not. To me it does.”


I couldn’t take it anymore.


“I’d prefer you not to call me ‘sir’.”


“Sorry,” he said, smiled and went back to his meal. “I’m used to talking to older people respectfully.”


Aguirre kept talking about the war; he went into great detail about the final days when – the municipal and Generalitat governments having been inoperative for months – a stampede-like disorder reigned in the region: roads invaded by interminable caravans of refugees, soldiers in uniform of every rank wandering the countryside, desperate and driven to theft, enormous piles of weapons and equipment left in the ditches . . . Aguirre explained that at Collell, which had been used as a jail since the beginning of the war, there were close to a thousand prisoners being held at that time, and all or almost all of them came from Barcelona; they’d been moved there, ahead of the unstoppable advance of the rebel troops, because they were among the most dangerous or most involved in Franco’s cause. Unlike Ferlosio, Aguirre did think the Republicans knew who they were executing, because the fifty they chose were very significant prisoners, people who were destined to occupy positions of social or political importance after the war: the provincial chief of the Falange in Barcelona, leaders of fifth-column groups, financiers, lawyers and priests, the majority of whom had been held in the checas in Barcelona and later on prison-ships like the Argentina and the Uruguay.


They brought the steak and the rabbit and took away the other plates (Aguirre’s so clean it shone). I asked: “Who gave the order?”


“What order?” Aguirre countered, eagerly surveying his enormous sirloin, with steak knife and fork at the ready, about to attack.


“To have them shot.”


Aguirre regarded me for a moment as if he’d forgotten I was there across from him. He shrugged and took a loud, deep breath.


“I don’t know,” he answered, exhaling as he cut a piece of steak. “I think Pascual insinuates that it was someone called Monroy, a tough young guy who might have run the prison, because in Barcelona he’d also run checas and work camps; he’s mentioned in other testimonies from the time . . . In any case, if it was Monroy he most likely wasn’t acting on his own volition, but obeying orders from the S.I.M.”


“The S.I.M.?”


“The Servicio de Información Militar,” Aguirre clarified. “One of the few army organisations that was still fully functioning by that stage.” He stopped chewing for a second, then went back to speaking with his mouth full: “It’s a reasonable hypothesis: it was a desperate moment, and the S.I.M., of course, wouldn’t bother with small fry. But there are others.”


“For example?”


“Líster. He was around there. My father saw him.”


“At Collell.”


“In Sant Miquel de Campmajor, very near there. My father was a child then and they’d sent him to a farm in that village for safety. He’s told me many times about one day when a handful of men burst into the farm, Líster among them; they demanded food and a place to sleep and spent the night arguing in the dining room. For a long time I thought this story was an invention of my father’s, especially when I realised the majority of old men who’d been alive then claimed to have seen Líster, an almost legendary character from the time he took command of the Fifth Regiment – but over the years I’ve been putting two and two together and I’ve come to the conclusion that it might just be true. You see,” he began, greedily soaking a piece of bread in the puddle of sauce his steak was swimming in (I thought he must’ve recovered from his hangover, and wondered if he wasn’t enjoying the food more than the display of his knowledge of the war). “Líster had just been made a colonel at the end of January ’39. They’d put him in charge of the V Corps of the Army of the Ebro, or rather, what was left of the V Corps: a handful of shattered units barely putting up a fight, retreating in the direction of the French border. Líster’s men were in the region for several weeks and some of them were definitely stationed at Collell. But as I was saying – have you read Líster’s memoir?”
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