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      PROLOGUE

      
      
         Better to light one single candle than to curse the darkness.
         

         Confucius

         The places in which any significant event occurred become embedded with some of that emotion, and so to recover the memory
            of the place is to recover the emotion, and sometimes to revisit the place uncovers the emotion. Every love has its landscape.
         

         Rebecca Solnit, A Field Guide to Getting Lost

      

      
      It began with a pair of shoes, worn espadrilles, the canvas faded, the ribbons twisted and frayed, the rope soles shredded
         and dirty. I saw them in the tiny museum of St-Laurent-de-Cerdans, a French Pyrenean village near the Spanish frontier where
         espadrilles and the traditional striped cotton Catalan fabric are still made. The espadrilles, along with a battered old canvas
         rucksack, were evidence of the passeurs, illicit frontier guides, who had criss-crossed the rugged border paths here, helping refugees to escape during the Second
         World War. The village of St-Laurent is tucked beneath the mountain, and looking upwards from the street the hillside is incredibly
         steep. Anyone anxious to escape would certainly have needed a guide.
      

      
      I began to wonder what had happened in this region, my adopted second home, a magical land of sea and mountains and two countries
         (three if you count Catalonia). This eastern corner of the Pyrenees, where the mountains meet the Mediterranean, had been
         no great theatre of war. There were no films about dramatic Allied landings and no bloodied battlefields to see. But by 1939
         the Pyrenees stood at the frontier of two wars, with refugees escaping in both directions. I was sure that the war had marked
         these people deeply, that the landscape held many memories.
      

      
      I had already written two books about the Pyrenees, trying to put the places I lived and visited in historical context. I
         never had any problem finding people to talk – about the Cathars, the Romanesque abbeys and their monks, the Romantic poets
         and mountaineers of the nineteenth century. But underlying all this distant history there was always a closer past that few wanted to recall, a more sombre history of these beautiful green mountains and blue sea.
      

      
      The more I discovered the more I realised I didn’t know, and many did not want me to know, about the French during the Occupation,
         the real role of the Resistance, the level of collaboration, the concentration camps in the Pyrenees and the treatment of
         Jews and other refugees. People were evasive. I was treading on delicate ground. But over the years I have been visiting and
         living in this region of the Pyrenees, the Pyrénées-Orientales, I have begun to feel a shift in attitude towards the war.
         There is a thawing; among people of a certain age, in their sixties and seventies, reaching retirement, whose parents are
         growing old and dying, who feel it is time to lift the veil. A few of the older folk seemed willing to talk while they still
         could, to resolve their history, to clarify the past for the next generation.
      

      
      It is still very much a veiled history. Though now the French acknowledge that the role of the Resistance in winning the war
         has been glorified way beyond its actual numbers or achievements, few even now are willing to admit the level of outright
         acceptance of the German occupation, of the fascist ideals of the Vichy government, and the degree of collaboration, passive
         or active, that went on throughout the war years. Most of the archives remain firmly closed or have been doctored; dossiers
         have disappeared, pages gone missing, letters and names have been removed. But since the 1970s there has been a steady stream
         of books in French and English about the années noires (the black years) of the war, trying to peel back the layers of silence and get at the truth of what really happened.
      

      
      Slowly though, as I visited small villages, talked to elderly survivors, read local histories and looked at old photos, it
         all began to come into focus. There were so many scattered stories, it was like a jigsaw puzzle in different languages: the
         story of La Coûme, the school run by German pacifists; the exile of the great cellist Pablo Casals; the Jews shipped off to
         Auschwitz; the strange death of the priest in our village of Mosset; the terrible fate of the village of Valmanya; and the
         Spanish refugees in camps on the beaches where we swam and picnicked in summer.
      

      
      I began to appreciate the importance of the Spanish connection to the war here, the flood of Spanish Republicans who had fled
         to France and whose commitment to fighting fascism and hope for their own future liberation made them the driving force behind
         the local Resistance. In this frontier region it was clearly vital to grasp what was happening on both sides of the border.
      

      
      
      I wanted to understand the choices people made between compromise, acceptance and resistance, and why some at least became
         ‘single candles in the darkness’; the early Resistants in France, the Germans who struggled against the rise of fascism; the
         Swiss nurses in the concentration camps, the refugee work of the pacifist English Quakers; all those who risked their own
         lives helping others to escape. I have no desire or competence to judge. I just want to begin to understand.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      RETURN TO THE LAND

      
      
         It is really beautiful here, the sky is blue, without any mist, and the mountains look so strong and so calm, it makes you
            think the world must be mad. It seems impossible we could lose so much beauty.
         

         You know what I’m thinking about … of that rainy morning when we were out walking and took shelter in an abandoned farm and
            you talked to me about the life we would lead together. What it would be like in such weather if we had been peasants on the
            farm … It was so beautiful, all the details, the dog with wet hair, who pressed his nose against your corduroy trousers, the
            animals in the stable, the leather smock spattered with rain, me in the kitchen, the fire, the clogs … It feels as it if really
            happened, and I am nostalgic for that period of our life, that we have never lived …
         

      

      
      The story starts as so many of my stories have with Corbiac, the abbey my husband and I bought in the Pyrenees many years
         ago. I sat by the log fire with a faded blue folder of love letters, written by Pierre and Amélie, a newly married couple
         who lived there fifty years before us, at the start of the Second World War. Their letters had been given to me by their daughter,
         who had heard our own story and thought I might find another tale to tell. Their correspondence captures a brief intense period
         during their relationship, with the young husband at the front in eastern France, waiting out the Phoney War – the French
         called it la drôle de guerre – and his new wife is struggling to hold on to their dream. Corbiac had been our dream too: to live in the peace of the mountains,
         grow our own food, escape from the world, an adventure I had already written about.
      

      
      At first I felt voyeuristic as I opened the tightly folded yellowing pages, edges blurred with repeated readings, and began
         to absorb their intimate contents. But as I sat by the same fireside reading of their hopes and dreams I started to feel a
         connection. Their experience seemed to offer a key to understanding what had happened in this region during the war. They
         wrote of their own dreams for Corbiac, how they would live from the land, and the work of their hands, try to live a pure
         simple life far from the world, bring up healthy children in the fresh air, eat home-grown vegetables, raise pigs and chickens,
         walk in the mountains and glory in the beauty and inspiration of nature. It sounded familiar.
      

      
      In the summer of 1939, just before war was declared, they too had spent an idyllic summer camping out in this semi-ruined
         old monastery, washing in the river, lying under the stars and listening to the birds. They too waited for a baby here. They
         too planted an olive tree, for their marriage and for peace.
      

      
      Their story seemed to have a universal significance, as their plans for the future were to be shattered along with millions
         of others as the war took its pitiless course. Although I had only fragments of their story, this glimpse of their particular
         lives helped me discover what else had happened in this region. I found a tangled knot to unravel, a history sometimes forgotten,
         often deliberately suppressed, of concentration camps and mountain escape routes, of collaborators and Resistance fighters,
         of cruelty and self-sacrifice. Most of all I learned the history of the ordinary folk who had waited out the Second World
         War, as they had waited out so many wars in this frontier land. Gradually the war in this farthest corner of southern France
         began to take on a reality.
      

      
      Pierre and Amélie’s chosen kingdom seemed then to be far from the war. The monastery of Corbiac lay 2 kilometres from Mosset,
         a small village in the foothills of the eastern Pyrenees, 40 kilometres from the Mediterranean, not far from the border with
         Spain, a frontier that has long been disputed, a mountainous no man’s land that submitted reluctantly to the yoke of distant
         kings. It had always been a place of refuge and escape, and its particular geography was the key to its fate during the Second
         World War.
      

      
      I found a book about the region, written just before the war, a classic old-fashioned English travel book illustrated with
         sketches of happy smiling peasants. But apart from occasional whimsical lapses, ‘the young girls trembling with desire in
         summer groves’, Catalan France by Basil Collier, published in 1939, offered an excellent portrait of what was then and to some extent still remains a little-known
         corner of France. It has only been French since the treaty of the Pyrenees in 1659, before which it was ruled either by Spain
         (when there was a united Spain) or the kingdom of Aragon. It is the Roussillon, roughly (though not exactly) equivalent to
         the modern department of the Pyrénées-Orientales. It is often known as French Catalonia and still has more cultural allegiance
         to Barcelona than to Paris. Even today many people converse in Catalan. Before the war it was the common language, and though
         French had been compulsory in schools since the beginning of the twentieth century, most people still spoke Catalan as their first language.
      

      
      Basil Collier wrote then:

      
      
         This is a book about a tract of country which has existed as a recognizable entity, and whose soil has been tilled by men
            acknowledged to be not very different from its present cultivators, for the best part of three thousand years. It has been
            invaded, conquered, ravaged and laid waste not once, but many times within that period. Its people have been by turns oppressed,
            made much of, killed, ignored; and it is doubtful whether these experiences have changed them much. They have gone on tilling
            the soil and speaking their obstinate, uncouth language for the last eight hundred years at least. That language is being
            corrupted, habits are changing; but at bottom there is in these people, as there is in all peoples rooted in the soil, something
            eternal and indestructible which will not change.
         

      

      
      The region forms a rough triangle bordered by the Pyrenees to the south, where the main range meets the Mediterranean, the
         hilly spur of the Corbières to the north, and the coast to the east. It combines extremes of landscape, from some of the highest
         and coldest pasture land in Europe, to the vines, palms and lemon trees on the coastal plain. The climate is harsh and dry,
         with brilliant sunshine, azure skies and wild winds. Over all stands the regal bulk of Canigou, the mountain that affects
         all who live in its compass, giving a permanence and security to the landscape, inspiring awe in the valley dwellers clustered
         at its foot.
      

      
      There are few large towns. Perpignan is a modest capital, its old medieval centre feeling more like a village than an urban
         metropolis even today. There are small market towns like Céret, Elne and Prades, and on the coast several fishing ports; Collioure,
         Banyuls and Port-Vendres, which attract crowds in the summer to the seafront restaurants and pebbly beaches. Since the 1960s
         there has been substantial coastal development, with resorts and camp sites along the flat golden beaches of the Golfe du
         Lion.
      

      
      But mostly the Roussillon is its villages. There are the wine villages of the plain, with their roofs of terracotta tiles,
         and the arched entrances of ground-floor wine caves, the streets pungent with the smell of new wine when the grapes are harvested. In the mountains defensive hamlets built of
         locally hewn granite and slate huddle in the valleys or cling like limpets to the hillside.
      

      
      The village of Mosset is typical, built on an outcrop halfway up the Castellane valley, the dwellings stacked like a rocky
         Cubist pyramid around the stronghold of the original thirteenth-century château. Austere, defensive, more Spanish than French, it faces downstream
         towards the peak of Canigou and a verdant valley of pastures and orchards, the river Castellane cutting its winding inexorable
         course down the valley. It is a landscape that seems little changed since the Middle Ages. There are more trees now as the
         steeper pastures are abandoned, and the stone walls terracing the hillside have crumbled as the population has diminished;
         people no longer need to farm the steep hillsides to support their families. Soon the terraces will crumble away completely,
         return to the land whence they came.
      

      
      Of course Mosset has changed – these days it boasts of its international population, calls itself village du monde. Before the war they had rarely seen a foreigner, les gavatchs as they called anyone from outside, French or any other. But there are many respects in which it has stayed the same. For
         a start the centre of gossip has not changed. It used to be the village blacksmith, the forge just down from the church on
         the main street; here people gathered, especially in winter when the blacksmith’s fire would warm them. In the 1950s the forge
         became an épicerie; here you can buy coffee, ham, cheese, vegetables and pinafores. (The potatoes are packed in commercial-looking mesh bags,
         but they really come from Yvette’s own garden.) The formidable Yvette, daughter of the blacksmith, presides here, and though
         past retirement age (and still grumbling about the euro) she has remained, cherished as an essential part of the village.
      

      
      I waited in the shop one day as Yvette served her finest Roquefort to some summer visitors. (They say they come specially
         from Perpignan to buy it, and it is so good because she stores it in the church crypt.) Yvette is a tall, still handsome woman,
         disguised in her traditional flowered pinafore and slippers, her grey hair knotted in an old-fashioned bun. She looked beautiful
         in her wedding photo, coming out of the church. Once I had tried to talk to her husband, Joseph, the child of Spanish refugees
         who came to France after the Spanish Civil War. His father, a Republican soldier, had come to Mosset in 1939 and worked in
         the mountains as a charcoal-burner during the war. His family, including Joseph, had to wait seven years until they could
         join him. Joseph is solid, stocky, mustachioed, well built from years of hunting and carrying heavy butane gas tanks up the
         rickety stairs for the old ladies of the village. He is always ready with a warm bonjour, and sometimes a bullfighter’s flourish when I pass him in the street. But when I asked him to tell me more about his childhood,
         he refused. ‘I can’t talk about it,’ he said. He shook his head slowly and tapped his breast. ‘But it is all in here for ever.’
      

      
      People didn’t want to talk about the war, even now. But the women at least would talk about the village in the past – when
         it was still alive, when all the fields were farmed, before all the foreigners came. ‘Now it is dying,’ says Yvette, nodding
         at the diminishing stock on her shelves.
      

      
      ‘There used to be three épiceries in the village,’ she told me, in her strong Catalan accent. ‘You could get anything you needed here.’ They stocked essentials
         they could not produce themselves: salt, pepper, cheese, oil, sweets, biscuits, chocolate, espadrilles – and aprons, of course.
         As well as the baker there was a butcher, a cobbler, a bureau de tabac and a coffee-grinder, who sat on the street with his coffee mill. But the forge was the centre of the village. ‘People loved
         to come here, especially when it was cold.’ They would stand around the fire, as the blacksmith in his leather apron wielded
         his hammer, the sparks flying. Out in the street, the mules or donkeys waited, attached by iron rings to the wall, the cows
         in harness, and he nailed the new shoes to the animals’ hoofs with a red-hot iron, the acrid smell of burning horn permeating
         the air.
      

      
      ‘He knew all the animals of the village,’ said Yvette proudly, ‘what size shoe each of them took.’ In those days the blacksmith
         was one of the most important people in the village, since they were entirely dependent on animals for working the fields
         and for transport, usually carts pulled by oxen. He also made and repaired all their tools for agriculture and building.
      

      
      ‘Is there any evidence of the forge still here?’ I asked hopefully.

      
      ‘No,’ she said with a gesture of disdain. ‘We threw it all out.’

      
      Life was still dominated by the seasons, by agriculture, the weather, the lack of rain, the wind that might damage the crops.
         It was the land, the mystique of the land that the French so cherished, that had brought Pierre and Amélie here. Mosset was
         one of thousands of French villages that followed the same pattern of life, close-knit communities depending on each other
         for survival, working every daylight hour to grow enough food to eat and to store for the winter. Despite the hardship of
         such a life, it was considered somehow virtuous, to have a moral dimension that was inevitably dissipated and lost in the
         cities. To this day the word peasant has a hallowed quality in France. It was here that Pierre and Amélie believed they could
         find the new life they so desired.
      

      
      As I sat on the wall outside the épicerie with Louisette, older than Yvette, a petite woman, with smartly permed hair, still sharp and busy, always involved in village events, selling raffle tickets, serving pizza or Muscat at the village fête, I asked her if she
         could remember Corbiac in those days. ‘Oh, yes, my mother worked in the potato fields there,’ she said. ‘We used to take her
         lunch.’ There is a faded photo of several women with aprons and baskets digging potatoes in the field in front of the abbey,
         one of whom is Louisette’s mother. ‘I can just remember the chapel full of cows – how dark and scary it was.’ Her elder sister
         had worked there too, helping with baby care and housework. Louisette remembered the young doctor and his new wife. ‘They
         say he bought Corbiac for a song.’
      

      
      The abbey had been sold in 1936 by a family who had owned it almost since the Revolution when the monks left, but had no more
         sons willing to farm the land. It was a substantial farm in those days, worked by the peasants who came down every day from
         the village. It had been a monastery, with a small number of monks ministering to the needs of the local population, until
         the Revolution. Then the monks were thrown out and the abbey turned into a farm. The cloisters were turned into stables, their
         lovely stone arches blocked up with smashed stones and boulders. The chapel was equipped with mangers made of long planks
         of chestnut hung at an angle from the walls, their edges smoothed by the animals’ necks as they munched their hay. Beams were
         slung under the great barrel vault to create a hayloft and one of the deep round windows was enlarged to tip in the hay. The
         huge fresco of Mary and the infant Jesus painted in the apse was rubbed away on one side by the constant passage of men doubled
         over with hay bales. Henceforth the sacred space was filled with the lowing of cattle in place of liturgical chant.
      

      
      Apart from the occasional whispers about ghosts and hidden treasure, the peasants saw only the fields and the stables. They
         did not see the architecture of the abbey, the carved stone arches and columns, the Gothic tracery, the frescoes painted on
         the apse and walls. Pierre was unusual in appreciating the potential of the building as well as the land, realising the spiritual
         element that was obscured by a century and a half of cow muck.
      

      
      Basil Collier spotted the old chapel on his travels round the region in the 1930s:

      
      
         In spring the road along the valley of the Castellane is lined with wild columbine, snapdragon and convolvulus and anchusa;
            iris, eglantine and daisy; sun rose and veronica and pimpernel. Flowers which in England one cultivates with jealous patience
            in a garden grow here unregarded in the roadside waste … The road goes through Campôme, near which there is a farm-house with a private chapel.
            It leads to Mosset, a large boldly situated village which was once a stronghold of some importance. Its streets are narrow,
            steep, and rather dirty, but here and there, in a fragment of carving or a moulding round a door, are signs of former grandeur.
         

      

      
      From the kitchen of the mas, on the first floor as is traditional, I could open the window to see the same view, the fields around, the road passing
         by, the peak of Canigou in the distance. I could hear the same river, the cow bells, feel the same wind on my face, smell
         newly cut grass. I wanted to know what attracted this particular couple to this particular place.
      

      
      They had met in Arles-sur-Tech, a small village in the Vallespir, the valley of the Tech, on the southern side of Canigou.
         Amélie had been visiting her grandmother there, and fell straight away for the young doctor attending her. She remembers the
         meeting in one of her first letters:
      

      
      
         I will never forget seeing you for the first time, in grandmother’s bedroom. How you made the poor woman shiver with fright
            at your adventures, the mountains you climbed, the great rivers and gorges you crossed, the narrow paths you discovered, and
            the man you met who had such a sinister look you hid your money in your shoe!
         

      

      
      They seemed so different. Pierre was not yet thirty, idealistic, deeply religious, a young doctor dedicated to his patients,
         passionate about the land and the mountains, his great dream to become a farmer and live off the land. Amélie was thirty-four,
         a city girl, and despite her family roots and summer vacations, she had grown up in Marseille, in the heart of a big, pulsating,
         colourful port. In the faded photos given me by the family, Pierre looks small and intense, with a shock of curly hair. Amélie
         looks more languorous, with dark eyes, brown hair and expressive mouth. She worked as a civil servant for the Colonial Service;
         well educated, she loved the cinema, books and music. For her the country was a romantic notion, the sunlit hills of Provence
         visited for summer picnics. But she was deeply drawn to the young doctor and his dreams and tried hard to share his faith
         and learn to love the country.
      

      
      The prospect of Mosset, however, clearly filled her with doubts, and she was not entirely enthralled by the village when she
         first saw it. A place where a stranger was anyone who did not come from the village, did not speak Catalan. They even called
         her l’anglaise. It all seemed very primitive. The streets were full of cattle, pigs and goats. Women had a hard life, working in the fields swathed in black
         (they even got married in black), their feet shod in espadrilles or clogs. They could be seen descending the hillside, bent
         double with bundles of kindling as big as themselves on their backs. Electricity was limited to a few hours a day (none at
         all at Corbiac). They still washed clothes in the river, bleaching them with cinders and spreading the sheets on the rocks
         to dry. Amélie would get to know traditional village life better than she ever expected.
      

      
      At the beginning of 1939, they decided to marry and Amélie wrote almost daily from Marseille, in a beautiful clear script,
         honed by years of French bureaucracy, anticipating their future and the practical details of their life together, so excited
         about their prospects she can hardly believe her good fortune. Only Amélie’s letters survive from this period, but she wrote
         in such detail, describing her own life and responding to Pierre, that it is not difficult to reconstruct their communication.
      

      
      While Amélie went to the office, met friends for lunch in quayside restaurants or visited the cinema, Pierre was struggling
         through the winter as a country doctor. Many of his patients lived in remote villages and he was called to deliver babies
         in primitive cottages with no running water or electricity, or to attend to ghastly agricultural accidents, struggling to
         reach them by motorbike, sometimes by car, as often as not on foot when the weather made driving impossible.
      

      
      They only called the doctor in extremis. He would have to be paid after all, even if only in bags of vegetables or bottles
         of wine. Mostly they took care of their own. A favourite remedy for flu or bronchitis was two or three kilos of boiling hot
         potatoes padded around the patient to produce a sweat, with a tisane of camomile or lime blossom afterwards. It was in everyone’s
         interest to get them back to work in the fields as soon as possible. (And I expect they ate the potatoes.)
      

      
      The first bundle of letters from Amélie gives a brief glimpse of life before the war, when the conflict was a rumour most
         preferred to ignore. A brief glimpse of what might have been … Amélie had been to visit Prades, where Pierre was starting
         his new practice. She had met his parents and Pierre and Amélie had spent a day together in the mountains. He had taken her
         to see Corbiac, the half-ruined abbey they would try to make their home, where he was already planting vegetables and fruit
         trees. They went to La Bastide, the little stone shepherd’s hut in the hills high above Mosset which became their secret romantic
         hideaway. I like to think they enjoyed one of those magical midwinter days when the low sun warms the garrigue and draws out the aromatic fragrance of the plants and the herbs, so that it smells
         like the month of May. ‘We had such marvellous days,’ she wrote, ‘and the country was so beautiful. Canigou … I see it always,
         and I hear you offering me all the splendour of the world.’ Amélie uses the familiar form of ‘tu’ for the first time, perhaps because their marriage has been officially approved by his parents. ‘I will never exhaust the
         joy of the days spent with you, the memory of the mountains, the trees, your songs on the path.’
      

      
      Already she is concerned about how she is going to manage her rustic responsibilities:

      
      
         I am glad you want me to share the work on the land, but aren’t you worried that I will prune the wrong plants? Will I have
            the strength and you the patience to teach me? The lambs must have grown – perhaps they have already gone … I know nothing
            of country life … The violets, are there any left? I think of the river, as well. Are there are any holes there where we can
            bathe?
         

      

      
      Amélie was preoccupied with the wedding plans, the marriage formalities, reminding Pierre to send his birth and baptism certificates.
         She described the wedding gifts they had been given, the sets of table linen, glasses, a set of cake plates, a Lalique oil
         jar. ‘We will unwrap them together and the house will be full of straw. Perhaps we need to find a cupboard to keep them all
         in, in the cave perhaps?’
      

      
      Meanwhile Pierre was busy with his patients, struggling through the snow to remote mountain villages like Valmanya and Mantet.
         (Even today Mantet is very inaccessible, with a steep, precipitous road better to walk than to drive.)
      

      
      ‘What worries you have!’ wrote Amélie, often mentioning his motorbike on the mountain roads. ‘Don’t try to break the speed
         record, unless the quarter hour you gain is essential for your patients. How is the typhoid? Is it the fault of the water?’
      

      
      She was concerned about her elderly grandmother in Arles:

      
      
         Have you seen grand-mère? How is she? It’s several days since we had any news. Tell me if there is more snow up there. It would not be surprising
            if she was ill …
         

         How nice of you to suggest visiting her on our first outing together. But I will have to inspect myself from head to toe because
            so often I have irritated her with my country look … espadrilles, no gloves, no hat … And then when we go to La Bastide we
            can be comfortable, I can just wear a light dress and you can wear your collarless shirt.
         

      

      
      
      They discussed their household arrangements for Corbiac:

      
      
         I got your letter about housekeeping this morning. Let’s talk about the maid when I come, the hours she needs to come, so
            the house is not left empty – I am sure you will want me to get out in the fresh air sometimes!
         

      

      
      More wedding presents arrived:

      
      
         Lily has given me a coffee service and I have asked for towels and napkins and knives and forks and coffee spoons. We’ve also
            been given some crystal knife-rests. How pretty our table will be! Is there really nothing that you want?
         

      

      
      While she blithely planned table settings for a house with no electricity, Pierre was chopping wood for winter.

      
      
         You know I had already got used to thinking of you as a farmer, and now I must add the image of a woodcutter. I’m sure you
            were right to fell the acacia, but please don’t tackle the cedars on your own, you will damage your hands.
         

         I think and talk house, saucepans, trees, when I know that really it is all nothing, nothing … I am waiting for you, that
            is all.
         

      

      
      But the prospect of war was there always in the background. ‘All the talk around me is of war. I’m writing this in the office
         and all they talk about is cannons, bullets, aeroplanes … All we need is for this horror to extend to the entire world …’
      

      
      Pierre wrote about his fear of being called up and asked whether they might get married sooner, but Amélie insisted they must
         have all the family there. ‘Tell me where you will have to go if you are called up. But no, mon chéri, it is not possible, women must be very weak if they can’t prevent this happening! Surely even if you are called up, you
         will be allowed twenty-four hours to get married? Perhaps being newly married will delay your mobilisation a bit … ?’ she
         added, hopefully.
      

      
      Occasionally they managed to talk by telephone.

      
      
         You can call me from 1.15 to 2 o’clock at my neighbours. 34 30 Marseille. It was wonderful to hear your father on the telephone,
            it was as if I had him in front of my eyes!
         

         We talked in the office of wedding bouquets, and I said: ‘I have even better, an olive, and blue sky, and the snow.’

         I hope you are not too tired now, and I am so sorry that the baby did not survive … What disappointment and suffering for
            the poor mother. Does she have other children?
         

         Were you able to go by car to Valmanya, or did you have to go part of the way on foot?


         I have left the world and its problems at the door, to spend a moment with you. (Though I can still hear the neighbour’s radio,
            which reminds me of all one wishes to forget …)
         

         Today the sky is blue and there is sunshine. It seems impossible to me that I am going to the real country!

      

      
      After their marriage they spent an idyllic summer together at Corbiac. Soon Amélie was pregnant – at thirty-four, old for
         a first baby in those days. I wonder if they slept in the same bedroom, looking out to the same view as ours, the window framing
         a green vista of trees on the other side of the valley, the air so clear it seems you could touch them. Taking siestas on
         drowsy afternoons, sunlight piercing the half-closed shutters, dreaming of the baby to come, just as I did. Even their wedding
         day was the same as ours, April the 11th. It was exactly fifty years before we spent our first summer there, dreamers like
         them, planning impossible things. City escapees as she was, revelling in rustic pleasures, with no idea of the harsh realities
         to come. Maybe their joy was made more poignant as rumours of war came closer. They were not ignorant peasants, they must
         have been aware how soon their peace would be disturbed, felt the approaching shadow that would darken them all.
      

      
      Even while they were making their marriage plans in early 1939, a great catastrophe was already unfolding across the Spanish
         border. In February 1939 Amélie had observed the disaster from her grandmother’s house in Arles. She wrote:
      

      
      
         Grand-mère was so happy to see us, but she is terribly distressed by the sad sight from her window, all these wounded and starving men,
            so thin, looking for food. Apparently the delivery wagon has not appeared, and no bread will be distributed till tomorrow.
         

         The countryside is so beautiful … but it is hard to enjoy it when one sees such misery, such suffering. I want to wish for
            some hours of absolute happiness, but inevitably our joy will be mingled with tears.
         

      

      
      As I held her letter, and reread her careful, exquisite script, I huddled a little closer to the fire I felt I was already
         sharing with these Corbiac ghosts. It was all there in that early letter: the suffering to come, the Spanish refugees already
         pouring over the frontier, escaping Franco in the final appalling weeks of the Spanish Civil War.
      

      
      While Amélie was planning her wedding and her future, many thousands on the other side of the border were leaving their homes,
         not knowing if they would ever see them again. She wrote to Pierre:
      

      
      
         Do you know what Pilar, our friend from Barcelona, saved in her flight? Two little lace baby dresses, a present for a future
            mother of France, she said. All the rest was stolen from her. We wept together for a long time, her shoulder on mine, with
            this little sign of hope on her knees.
         

      

   
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      THE SPANISH RETIRADA

      
      
         ‘Better to die on your feet than to live on your knees.’
         

         Dolores Ibárruri (‘La Pasionaria’)

      

      
      We are walking up a steep mountain path on the Spanish side of the border, into the Pyrenees. It is a glorious day, as winter
         often is in these mountains, cold with limpid blue skies and clear refreshing air. But even at a relatively low altitude the
         atmosphere grows noticeably cooler as we climb. There is a fresh wind whipping round us, lifting the dry brown leaves that
         fill the ruts in the path. There are perhaps a hundred people stretching in a ribbon along the track, young and old, a few
         children, held firmly by the hand. Ahead of us marches an elderly man, white-haired under his peaked black cap, hoisting proudly
         on his shoulder the Republican flag, a tricolour of yellow, red and purple. Behind him a smartly dressed woman walks alone,
         softly singing a song about her mother.
      

      
      Snug in my warm anorak, stout boots and gloves, I am trying to imagine the snow and rain that descended on the heavily burdened
         Spanish refugees who took this route to the frontier in February 1939. Desperate families, carrying children, dragging animals
         and carts, struggling to hang on to precious bags and suitcases, casks of oil and blankets. Some were wounded, some pregnant,
         many fell by the wayside. Most wore only espadrilles of rope-soled canvas on their feet. Some carried a fistful of Spanish
         soil.
      

      
      It was February 2002, the first time the Retirada – the retreat – was officially commemorated, with a symbolic walk over one
         of the routes into France which had been followed by many thousands of the refugees. It had been planned by a new organisation,
         formed by the children of refugees exiled in France, called FFREE (Fils et filles de Républicains espagnols et enfants de
         l’exode – pronounced ‘Free’). After the fall of Barcelona to Franco’s forces at the end of January 1939, almost half a million
         Spanish Republicans, civilians and soldiers, struggled across the eastern Pyrenees into France, one of the greatest exoduses
         of modern times. Finding the main frontier posts at Cerbère and Le Perthus blocked by the French, many had headed for the
         many smaller paths that snaked over the hilly frontier. The little village of La Vajol, from where we began our walk, now only
         a few kilometres’ drive from the main international truck-stop at La Jonquera, gave access to one of them.
      

      
      We went on up the zigzagging path, paved with large uneven stones and flanked by a forest of chestnuts, moss-covered boulders
         and spiky undergrowth, until we reached the Col de Lli. From the crest we could catch a glimpse of the Mediterranean, glinting
         below us. How often the refugees recall with irony the beauty of the landscape that unfolded before them in their flight,
         the blue line of the Pyrenees on one side, stretching into the far distance, the horizon of the sea to the other, and the
         peak of Canigou, the Catalans’ holy mountain, a remote deity presiding over all.
      

      
      At the Col we gathered around a statue erected in memory of the Retirada. On a great outcrop of granite stands a man with
         a blanket round his shoulders, holding by the hand a little girl aged seven or eight, with only one leg and a wooden crutch.
         The statue, modelled on a photo, was the first memorial to the Retirada in the whole of Spain.
      

      
      The flag was raised and speeches delivered. One elderly man spoke in passionate Spanish about his childhood in Andalucia,
         his experience of escape and exile. There were many tears and prayers. It was only when I developed my photos later that I
         saw that for a moment a stormy cloud had passed over the sun and the statue was rendered in a dark dramatic silhouette against
         the sky.
      

      
      We crossed the frontier into France, by simply opening a wooden barred gate in the fence, and continued our pilgrimage, down
         through the chestnut and cork oak forests of the Albères. When my dodgy hip started to ache, I thought of the child with one
         leg, and did not complain.
      

      
      We arrived at the little whitewashed village of Las Illas, where on the façade of the Hostal dels Trabucayres there is a plaque
         to the four presidents who escaped this way. Manuel Azaña, president of the Spanish Republic, Martinez Barrio, president of
         the Cortes (Parliament) José Aguirre, the Basque president, who had retreated to Catalonia, and Luis Companys, president of
         the Catalan generalitat. On the Col de Manrell, further down the ridge of the frontier, is another monument, dedicated to
         Companys. After Germany invaded France the Vichy government handed him over to Franco. He was executed in 1940 in the moat
         of the prison of Montjuich in Barcelona. They say that at the end he removed his shoes and socks to die with his feet on the soil of Catalonia. The Olympic stadium in Barcelona was named in his honour.
      

      
      We all sat down to lunch together, at wooden tables and benches in a small park. There was a heightened atmosphere, tense
         and emotional, but with a warmth that seemed to me particularly Spanish, as they shared the food and wine they had brought
         along with their memories. I spoke to some, asked about the past, what their parents had told them. Most said that their parents
         would never talk, that the memories were too painful, but one remembered being greeted by the priest of Las Illas, who lifted
         him and his grandmother into a truck, a great surprise for an anticlerical Republican child bred on tales of the corruption
         of the clergy. Another described to me how after his parents’ death, in Toulouse, he had found a big suitcase full of letters,
         photos and family mementoes. It had never been opened since the day they left Spain in 1939.
      

      
      I talked to one of the organisers of FFREE, Sonia, who told me she was the daughter of two refugees, a Jewish mother and a
         Spanish Republican communist, who had met working for the Resistance in the South of France. Also seated at the table was
         Acracia (the name derives from democracy, she explained), who said that her father had arrived in France to hear that his
         father and brother, whom he had last seen in a Spanish village not far from the frontier, had both been killed. Her mother
         had been put on a train after crossing the frontier, and been sent to the Vosges in north-east France. But when I asked if
         their parents would be willing to talk to me, they were doubtful.
      

      
      Acracia’s father was dead, she said, and he had never talked to her.

      
      ‘It is so hard. I try to imagine it now. There are so many things I wish I had asked him.’

      
      Sonia said: ‘My parents are both still alive, but I have never talked to them either. It is too hard, it is not just the suffering,
         and the memories, but they felt humiliated. They lost the war.’
      

      
      Acracia said: ‘My father always blamed the communists for losing the war.’

      
      Sonia responded grimly: ‘And my father always blamed the anarchists!’

      
      There were more ceremonies that weekend; at Argelès-sur-Mer in memory of the concentration camps on the beaches where the
         refugees were accommodated. Survivors bore witness – one who had been born in the camp, another who had been a soldier, had
         later volunteered to fight for France, and been sent to a concentration camp in Germany. The following day there was a memorial
         ceremony under the palm trees in the cemetery of Collioure, in honour of the poet Antonio Machado. He had arrived in Cerbère by train from Port Bou
         on 28 January, exhausted and sick, accompanied by his mother. They had found lodging in a pension hotel in the little seaside
         port of Collioure, but there Machado died, aged sixty-four. His mother died three days later and was buried next to her son.
      

      
      Poems were read around the tomb, in particular Machado’s famous poem, ‘The Crime was in Granada’ about his friend Federico
         García Lorca, written after Lorca’s brutal murder in 1936 at the beginning of the Civil War:
      

      
      
         Federico fell,

         
         Lead in his stomach, blood on his face.

         
         And Granada was the scene of the crime.

         
      

      
      (Lorca’s death remained a taboo subject in Spain until Franco’s death in 1975 and no one is sure to this day where his body
         lies.)
      

      
      For the Spanish during the Franco years, Machado became a symbol of liberty, and more than 300,000 visit the tomb every year.
         They send poems and letters, some simply addressed to Antonio Machado, Cimetière, Collioure. I had visited the tomb once before,
         touched to see it so covered in flowers and offerings, with my Spanish friend Clara. She grew up in Valencia under Franco’s
         rule, and had heard her grandmother’s memories of offering soup to the troops as they left for war. Clara wept as she stood
         at the tomb, the first time I had ever seen anyone weep for a poet, ever really understood the privilege of the liberty I
         took for granted.
      

      
      The Spanish Civil War has been the subject of many thousands of books and films. Seventy years on we are still trying to understand
         the politics and the passions that led to it, and how the outcome affected the Second World War to come. Gerald Brenan’s book
         The Spanish Labyrinth, written in 1942 after many years of living in Spain, remains the oft-cited classic. Brenan seems to understand the spirit
         of Spain, its unique position beyond the Pyrenees, between Europe and Africa, between the Atlantic and the Mediterranean,
         perhaps most of all between Islam and Christianity. He said that the overwhelming cataclysm of the war was characteristic
         of the Spanish, to want nothing less than the moral overhaul of society, to insist on the need for inner faith or ideology,
         to fight with more nobility and courage than strategy. He attributes this to the influence of Muslim ideas upon a Christian
         community: ‘The deeper layers of Spanish thought and feeling are Oriental.’
      

      
      The war devastated Spain between 1936 and 1939, resulting in half a million deaths. The slaughter and bloodshed were horrifying,
         as two sides fought to the death for Spain and their beliefs. There is a painting by Salvador Dali which expresses it. In
         Autumnal Cannibalism 1936, two intimately entwined figures are consuming each other with knives and forks. Even the weather was extreme, with battles
         taking place in such Siberian cold that troops suffered as much from frostbite as gunshots, or in searing heat surrounded
         by corpses blackened by the sun. Revolutionary anger and fascist cruelty resulted in appalling atrocities on both sides. Peasants
         were brutally murdered (that was how they would get their own bit of ground, said one of the Andalucian landowners), thousands
         of monks, nuns and priests were killed and hundreds of churches and monasteries burnt or pillaged. Bodies were exposed to
         view everywhere. The memory remains traumatic, and only now are many of the mass graves of the postwar reprisals being investigated.
      

      
      As Brenan explains it, the war began as a class struggle between reactionary landowners, supported by the Church, army officers
         and most of the middle class, on the one hand, and on the other, revolutionary peasants and factory workers, supported by
         the petite bourgeoisie and intellectuals. The gulf was enormous. The rich owned vast tracts of land, while in some of the
         pueblos in the south men were unemployed for nine tenths of the year. Some agricultural workers owned only a cooking pot.
      

      
      The divisions were further complicated by vast cultural differences between the regions, with Catalonia and the Basques particularly
         resentful of rule from Madrid. While Catalonia had undergone an industrial revolution, and was the centre of a flourishing
         textile industry, the rest of Spain was a throwback to the eighteenth century. Literacy was a luxury.
      

      
      Two Spains found themselves face to face. Photos of election queues in 1936 tell it all. One shows the poor, old women wrapped
         in shawls and headscarves, young women in skimpy coats and worn-down boots, their faces grim and worn, clutching their ballot
         papers. The other is of men in smart suits and ties or heavy overcoats, hats and plus fours, with highly polished shoes and
         hair en brosse, women in fur coats, high-heeled shoes and stockings, a priest wrapped in his soutane, nose in the air.
      

      
      Spanish fascism, says Brenan, was ‘an exuberant creed drunk on fantastic dreams of empire and glory in the future’. The left represented a wide spectrum of ideologies, though all were lumped
         together as ‘Reds’. There were social democrats, anarchists and communists, and various shadings in between, an alphabet spaghetti
         of acronyms. All had very different ideas as to how the war should be played out, and they were just as likely to quarrel
         with each other as with the enemy, a legacy of strife that carried on long after the war ended. Anarchists wanted to make
         revolution at the same time as war, the socialists and communists argued that it was necessary to win the war first. The communists
         wanted political power for the proletariat. The anarchists rejected all authority and wanted to destroy the state, believing
         that absolute liberty was essential for everyone. They saw the war not just as defence against fascism but as the opportunity
         to create a new type of society. Rural anarchists dreamed of collective independence, free of landowners, lawyers, priests
         and even money. ‘We are not afraid of ruins, we are going to inherit the earth,’ said the anarchist leader Buenaventura Durruti.
      

      
      The second Spanish Republic was elected in 1931 to great rejoicing on the left. A Republican constitution established freedom
         of speech, separation between Church and state, and gave women the right to divorce and to vote. Key attempts at land reform
         soon foundered, however, and the removal of state subsidies for the Church backfired, since they had been largely responsible
         for any education available. Nevertheless the Republic made great efforts at reducing illiteracy, claiming to have built 7,000
         schools, and there were many imaginative educational projects. During the war foreign visitors often noted the earnest reading
         of the ordinary Republican soldiers.
      

      
      The Second Republic was soon in trouble, with strong opposition from the old order and violent political disagreement within
         the government, exacerbated by worldwide economic recession. There were riots, strikes, shootings and uprisings, and the forces
         of the right readied themselves for intervention, gaining power in 1933. When the Catalans declared independence, the president
         Luis Companys was imprisoned with several of his ministers. Further elections in February 1936 resulted in a narrow victory
         for the aligned left of the Popular Front. But it had only 48 per cent of the votes (the right had 43 per cent, the centre
         8 per cent) and the country began to splinter. In July the army rose in Spanish Morocco and the war was on. African troops
         were airlifted into Spain by German and Italian planes.
      

      
      The following day the government agreed to distribute arms to trade union militias to defend the Republic. They had been reluctant
         to arm the anarchists in particular, a delay that cost them dear. Twenty-nine provincial capitals fell into the hands of the Nationalist
         forces, but twenty-one major cities remained under government control. Barcelona and Madrid held out almost till the end.
      

      
      Foreign intervention – the Soviet Union on one side and the Germans and Italians on the other – made Spain in Brenan’s words,
         ‘the scene of a drama in which it seemed as if the fortunes of the civilised world were being played out in miniature’. Many
         have called the confrontation a rehearsal for the Second World War. Hitler, Mussolini and Stalin tested weapons, especially
         aeroplanes, on Spain, most famously at Guernica, a scene of horror and destruction recorded for ever in Picasso’s famous painting.
         Günter Grass recalls the celebrations in Germany at their successes: ‘The newsreels showed our Condor Legion helping to free
         Spain from the Red menace with the most up-to-date weapons. Americans contributed petrol and trucks to Franco’s side.’
      

      
      Only the brave or desperate volunteers of the International Brigade arrived to support the beleaguered government, some idealistically
         inspired to fight the growth of fascism, others already on the run from the fascist reality elsewhere in Europe. Many arrived
         in Perpignan to be smuggled across the frontier of the Pyrenees. There were about 40,000 volunteers; at least 20 per cent
         of them died. The rest of Europe, already struggling on the verge of war, signed a nonintervention treaty (adhered to with
         timorous scrupulosity by the French and British and not at all by the Germans and Italians). As part of the non-intervention
         treaty the surviving International Brigaders had to leave Spain, their ideals in shreds.
      

      
      Women too threw themselves into the battle, determined to defend their recent emancipation. Their great heroine was La Pasionaria,
         Dolores Ibárruri, a charismatic leader of the Spanish Communist Party, whose passionate speeches inspired many to fight. There
         are compelling photographs of women in trousers, boots and combat gear, carrying guns and ammunition belts, their sleeves
         rolled up, some faces worn and lined, some youthful and fresh, all with shining eyes, glowing with nothing but hope.
      

      
      After two years of fighting Franco had gained control of most of the west and north of the country, while the Republicans
         held out in the east and in Madrid. But Franco’s troops arrived at Tarragona on the Mediterranean coast in April 1938, cutting
         the Republican zone in two. The most bitter battle was fought on the Ebro front as the Republicans made a final desperate
         offensive, calling up sixteen-year-olds to replenish their dwindling troops. (Actually many of those fighting were even younger, mere children.) They tried to push back across the broad river Ebro and reconnect the Republican forces, but after
         appalling casualties they were defeated. The greatest air battle of the war took place over the Ebro front (Amélie said that
         autumn they could hear the roar of the planes from Corbiac). By the end of 1938 the Nationalist forces had entered Catalonia
         and finally Barcelona fell on 26 January 1939. Many Republicans had already fled, but still ten thousand people were killed
         in Barcelona.
      

      
      Basil Collier was just finishing the research for his travel book as the war drew closer and closer to France. He wrote in
         his introduction:
      

      
      
         At the time when the material for this book was being gathered, one saw in the Roussillon surprisingly little evidence of
            the Spanish War. The roads near the frontier were patrolled by gardes mobiles; an antiaircraft battery, hastily installed
            in the meadows of Mahjua, fired a warning round when an alien plane flew overhead. One was awakened at Collioure, on a shiningly
            peaceful morning in spring, by the alarming sound of gun-fire echoing across the bay. There were some incidents. A few bombs
            fell in France … From the heights of Font-Romeu I saw an aerial bombardment of Puigcerda, whose roofs and towers glittered
            in the high plain of the Cerdagne. Appalling detonations rumbled out of their Alexandrine length; great columns of inky smoke
            rose slowly through the shining air. An old woman ran out of a house, asked what was the matter, and was told. ‘They are mad!’
            she said. She poured the fire of her criticism impartially on both factions.
         

      

      
      Collier concludes: ‘No mention of these things will be found in the body of this book.’

      
      As Franco’s forces closed in, controlling all but the corridor of the eastern Pyrenees, the Republicans fled before them.
         There were already many refugees from all over Spain, some of whom had been en route for weeks. Children had been sent to
         ‘safety’ from the south of Spain, and many of them died in the bombardment of Catalonia by Italians and Germans. The population
         abandoned their towns and villages, even the hospitals were evacuated, with the sick and wounded loaded onto trucks or forced
         to walk. One witness recalled the evacuation of the hospital in the coastal village of Blanes on the Costa Brava, during a
         bombardment. He saw a line of blind people leading each other, marching into the forest towards France, tripping and falling
         over each other, clinging to tree branches, like Bruegel’s painting of the blind leading the blind.
      

      
      The roads were crammed with vehicles of all descriptions from trucks to wheelbarrows, people were sleeping in ditches, struggling
         to care for children, the old and the wounded. Women clung on to their dead babies. Some gave birth in the midst of it all. Many
         refugees had not eaten for days, many were ill. As they trudged along, increasingly exhausted, they were forced to abandon
         their meagre belongings along the roadside. First the carts, then the animals, then the suitcases. To feed themselves some
         carried dead animals on their shoulders, geese, sheep, and goats. Bread trucks were besieged, and arriving at a fountain there
         were fights for water. The horror was compounded by bomb attacks from low-flying planes.
      

      
      Herbert L. Matthews reported the disaster for the New York Times:
      

      
      
         There are not ten square yards anywhere near roads that have not their refugees. Every side road, every field, and even the
            hills are swarming with unhappy thousands who are gradually finding their way to La Junquera. It was not just an army fleeing,
            not only families, but entire villages, complete cities with everything they could take, an entire people, one was surprised
            the earth itself did not follow them.
         

      

      
      Matthews was apparently subsequently told by his editor, not to ‘send in any sentimental stuff about the refugee camps’.

      
      But when they arrived at the main frontier posts of La Jonquera/Le Perthus and Cerbère, the border was closed, and crowds
         of refugees waited for days in pouring rain. The French government, worried as to how it would cope with such a massive influx,
         waited till the last minute to let them through. On 29 January the French finally relented.
      

      
      The English Quaker Edith Pye, who had been working with refugees since the First World War, was running frontier relief operations
         for the International Commission for the Assistance of Child Refugees. From Perpignan she telephoned the Commission office
         in Paris to announce: ‘They have opened the border!’ She reported the massive influx of civilian refugees and soldiers, and
         the immediate response they had made. ‘Four canteens on lorries were organised by us, each having a boiler to provide hot
         drinks, and these followed the streams of refugees, giving hot milk and bread, and in some cases cheese or chocolate.’ Howard
         Kershner, the new director of the Commission, freshly arrived from New York, took the night train from Paris to Perpignan,
         and they set off next day to see what could be done in Spain.
      

      
      As the refugees poured through the open barriers any attempt at quotas was soon overwhelmed. Women and children were evacuated
         as fast as possible all over France, the rest were accommodated in makeshift camps.
      

      
      Nowadays we would watch television reports of the columns of refugees in fascinated horror. From that time we have the reports
         of a few journalists, the powerful, unflinching photos of Robert Capa, and the observations of aid workers like Edith Pye.
         This was her report to the International Commission:
      

      
      
         The immensity of the tragedy of the flight from Spain must have been seen at first hand to be believed. The bombardments from
            the air forced the inhabitants to leave the ruins of their houses, and the descent of the aeroplanes almost to roof level
            to machine gun the fleeing inhabitants left them no choice.
         

         For days while only a meagre trickle of civilians were allowed to pass the frontier, there were literally hundreds standing
            in queues between one village and another, or camped without any shelter on the hillsides on each side of the roads to the
            frontier in deadly fear of bombardment from the air …
         

         Of these frontier posts there are three in which there is a road through – Port-Bou/Cerbère, Puigcerda/Bourg Madame, La Junquera/
            Le Perthus. There is also a road on the Spanish side but only mountain paths at Prats de Mollo which is above the snow line,
            and there were pitiful cases of women and children lost in a snowstorm and being picked up half frozen. Intellectuals and
            peasants suffered alike, the latter perhaps less since many of them brought their mules and bread with them. Some had a sheep
            or two tied by a string, here and there one saw a cow or goats, and even hens carried by their legs, as uncomplaining as their
            owners. The first 3 nights there was heavy cold rain in which it was stated there were many deaths from exposure, especially
            among the children and the wounded.
         

         There was no shelter of any kind available. The French authorities by a tremendous feat of organisation succeeded in getting
            45,000 women and children sent into the interior in the first 3 days. They were brought down, after several days on the frontier
            with no possibility of washing or of proper food, in lorries and buses, vaccinated, and sent off in trainloads to destinations
            unknown. The separation from their menfolk produced despair among the refugees.
         

         But many thousands more spent another 5 nights on the hillsides on the French side. The misery and helplessness of these crowds,
            harried by French cavalry to keep them from straying, is indescribable.
         

      

      
      Le Perthus today is a thriving mass of bodegas and supermarkets selling cheap Spanish wine, cheese, olives, ham, dried sausages
         and baskets; now the only delay is honking traffic and roads full of bargain-hunting shoppers. But it has always been a place
         of passage and invasion – even Hannibal passed this way – and the people are inured to it. The photos of 1939 show the streets a solid mass of desperate people. Federica Montseny, who had been the only woman
         minister in the history of the Spanish government, arrived there on foot with her daughter of six, a baby of seven months
         and her dying mother. She remembered banging on the doors of the houses in Le Perthus, to no avail. They remained firmly closed.
      

      
      José Sangenis was there as a child of twelve. ‘My father, mother, my sister a year older than me, we left on foot, with the
         planes behind us, flying at low altitude, shooting unarmed civilians. I will never, never forget it.’
      

      
      Sonia had put me in touch with José, who had experienced the Retirada as a child and was willing to share his memories. We
         arranged to meet in Perpignan ouside the new FNAC store, and his instructions sounded like someone well used to clandestine
         assignations. ‘I will be wearing a brown leather jacket,’ he said, ‘and carrying a copy of the Combat Syndicaliste.’ Syndicaliste is the French for trade unionist, and José was still, at seventy-nine, faithful to the political struggle to which he had
         devoted his entire life. I knew him at once, a short, stocky man with thick grey hair and neat moustache, and deeply etched
         smile lines around his eyes. A man who, despite all the suffering – or maybe because of it – has laughed often. We found a
         quiet corner in a nearby café and ordered coffee, and José began to tell me his life story, his French still musically accented
         with Spanish.
      

      
      ‘I lived in Spain till I was twelve, in a small village near Barcelona. My parents were anarchists, involved in organising
         the collectives in Catalonia,’ he explained. ‘The important thing about the Spanish revolution was not the weapons and the
         guns, but how they transformed society. They believed that a new society would sweep away the injustices of the past. From
         my child’s viewpoint, it was like a permanent fête, despite all the hard work involved.’ He described the peasants working
         together to reclaim land and plant gardens – ‘the joy on the faces of people working together. That is what we were fighting
         for … what we are still fighting for.’ His strong mason’s hands gripped the tiny espresso cup as he spoke.
      

      
      It did not last long however, and they had to escape with all the rest. ‘We had nothing but turnips to eat, food for animals.
         But we had to go on, in the cold, sleeping on the ground. My poor mother, trying to look after us.’ And all those years later,
         his eyes began to fill with tears at the thought of his mother.
      

      
      They arrived at Le Perthus, where along with thousands of others they were obliged to wait several days until the frontier
         was opened. Then they were directed to Le Boulou, where they camped beside the river. ‘It was snowing, and we had only one blanket each
         to protect us from the cold. I still remember it now whenever it snows, I feel those tears of cold again.’ José produced a
         photocopy of the account he had written, and indicated some of the photos, the women carrying babies, clutching small children,
         some with suitcases on their heads, old men hunched in blankets by the side of the road, the wounded lying in a ditch among
         their crutches, a little girl in a buttoned-up coat already too small for her, carrying a well-dressed doll in her arms like
         her own baby, the soldiers guarding them.
      

      
      Le Boulou, a sedate little spa town, was invaded by the refugees, who camped in the fields, collected wood and lit fires,
         while the women washed clothes in the river and tried to dry them in the sun. José recalled being assisted by nurses – presumably
         the Quakers, perhaps Edith Pye herself – who were distributing powdered milk for the children. ‘Then the gendarmes came and
         separated the men from the women and children – when I say children, they took young boys aged thirteen to fifteen with the
         men. My father managed to escape and find us again. But they returned the next day and this time he did not come back to us.’
      

      
      On 10 February 1939 the upper-class English writer and left-wing activist Nancy Cunard was at the frontier, reporting for
         the Manchester Guardian:
      

      
      
         At the great central camp at Le Boulou are thousands of men, women, and children. On one side of the road is an enclosure
            with wire fencing. On the other the refugees who walked down from Le Perthus yesterday are lying, sitting, standing, doing
            nothing this cold end of a February afternoon. It is a horrible sight, and all of them, men, women and children, are in the
            utmost depression. This ‘camp’ is a large, flat, bare area, the grass trodden down into a sort of grey compost. They sleep
            here, in the open. A few have rigged up some vague kind of shelter.
         

         As for medical aid – just one case I saw will show the state of things. A woman lamented that she could do nothing for her
            child. She took off the little girl’s bonnet and said: ‘These dreadful sores are the result of typhus.’ They come and stand
            around you and talk; they argue among themselves in front of you: ‘Are we worse off here today than we might be in Spain?’
            Then a woman cries out, ‘I shall never get into a train without knowing where it is going, for I have heard that they want
            to send us back to Franco.’ Other voices broke out: ‘Ninety-five per cent of us want to go to anything rather than return
            to Spain as it will be under the fascists.’
         

      

      
      Refugees continued to enter until mid-February by every possible route. From Cerbère to Andorra a great wave of misery poured
         into the sleepy agricultural region of the Pyrénées-Orientales, with its population of fishermen, winemakers and farmers.
         The refugees came by road and footpath along the coast and over the mountains, or by fishing boats to the little ports of
         the Côte Vermeille. Cerbère was besieged, with refugees camped in their thousands on the platforms of the international rail
         station, and waiting to cross at the frontier post at the col overlooking the town.
      

      
      The local population watched silently from their doorsteps. Most of them knew the Spanish only as poor, illiterate peasants
         who came to France as seasonal agricultural labourers, or as Reds who wanted to kill all the priests. They were sympathetic
         to the misery they could see, but also appalled by the demands they would make.
      

      
      The French government was grudging in its reception of the refugees (the interior minister proposed preparation for 20,000
         refugees; there would be over 500,000), and there are many reports of the brutality of the soldiers. The Spanish bitterly
         resented the black Senegalese troops, then stationed in Perpignan, because they reminded them of the African troops that had
         fought for Franco with such brutal success. But the initial reaction of most of the Catalan people seems to have been genuinely
         humane. After all a lot of the refugees were also Catalan, and many people were naturally sympathetic to fellow human beings
         in such a plight. At Port-Vendres, on the coast, the refugees were welcomed by the fishermen, and a group of local schoolchildren
         came to offer them sweets and chocolate. The population of Cerbère gave accommodation to families from Port Bou, just the
         other side of the coastal border.
      

      
      Two years after the first commemorative walk, I had planned to join another, to make the crossing over the headland from Port
         Bou to Cerbère. That year, though, the weather was atrocious. There had been violent storms the day before, and the concrete
         walls of the sea defences at Cerbère had been smashed by the wild seas. It was so bad that the coast road we were to take
         to the starting point for our walk had been closed, and so instead we walked up the steep road to the frontier from Cerbère.
         There in the wind and rain a new memorial stone was inaugurated. As we shivered under our umbrellas it somehow seemed more
         appropriate to be there in such weather, and we could feel a deeper sympathy with the refugees who had waited here.
      

      
      All along the frontier small mountain villages, like Arles-sur-Tech, where Amélie’s grandmother lived, tried to cope with
         the sudden influx of these miserable, exhausted, hungry people. The arrival of a column of refugees at the tiny village of Lamanère, the most
         southern village in France, on the frontier high above the Vallespir, was described by Francine Mach, then a child of eight.
         She had watched them from the school yard.
      

      
      ‘A solemn file appeared over the horizon. I had never even heard of refugees. Everybody went to meet them. My mother and her
         neighbours put their pots on the fire to make soup from vegetables picked in the garden, with lots of vermicelli, while the
         men organised houses. The wounded and sick were sheltered from the cold, in the school. One man was dead on the path. The
         villagers went to get the body and buried him in the municipal cemetery. Soon the Senegalese soldiers arrived to take the
         refugees, willing or not. They gave them the choice of a camp or returning to Franco.’
      

      
      Prats-de-Mollo, high above the Vallespir valley, was the first town to receive refugees, 100,000 of whom struggled over the
         Col d’Ares by the mule path from the town of Camprodon. There the road ended and they had to abandon their vehicles. From
         the Col at 1,200 metres altitude you can see both sides of the frontier, and mountains in every direction, austere purple
         folds darkened by forests of pine trees and beyond distant peaks covered in a veil of snow. The first time I drove through
         to Spain along that route, in 1998, the border had only recently been opened. It had once been a heavily guarded border post,
         but as a result of the Schengen Agreement of 1985 and the subsequent opening of European frontiers, it had been abandoned,
         the barriers torn down and left lying by the road, the searchlight towers fallen, and graffiti scrawled over the guard houses.
      

      
      By 2006 it had been cleaned up. There was no sign of its former role, other than the new plaque erected in memory of the refugees.
         Below me I could see a steep narrow path snaking down the hillside to Prats-de-Mollo, the first French town they would come
         to, far below.
      

      
      Prats was a garrison town, reinforced by Vauban, Louis XIV’s military architect, still with stone walls and gateway intact.
         Within it, stepped cobbled streets rise up to the thirteenth-century church. There I searched the graveyard for Republican
         graves, but I could find only a single stone stele emblazoned with the yellow, red and purple flag. Austere as it is, Prats
         must have been a welcome sight to the refugees coming down from the mountain.
      

      
      Between 27 January and 14 March, under cold, rain and snow, more than 100,000 refugees crossed the frontier above Prats-de-Mollo.
         In a few days the population rose from 3,000 to 30,000. Among them were the originals of the statue we had seen, the father, Père Gracia, hollow-eyed, clasping the hand of his crippled daughter.
         Behind them is her younger brother, also on crutches, aided by a French First World War veteran and inhabitant of Prats, Thomas
         Coll, who unbelievably is also one-legged. Another older brother walks unaided but with a pack on his back, and an expression
         of such harrowing exhaustion, one wants to weep.
      

      
      The mayor recorded the arrival of the refugees:

      
      
         It is raining and snowing on the mountain. The Spanish refugees are soaked and chilled to the bone. It is urgent to find shelter
            for these poor people. They are squeezed together in the classrooms and stairways of the school, women with babies, and young
            children, and are shivering all over, despite constant supplies of hot drinks and blankets. It is a truly lamentable sight
            to see and tears fall from our eyes seeing the little kids, half naked, often covered in vermin, trying in vain to suck the
            dry breast of their young mother and crying with rage to find nothing available from this source of life.
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