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To all the people of my generation;

patient witnesses of unprecedented times.

And also for Maite, Ainhoa, José Luis

and Cristina, for whom the events 

narrated in these pages are no more

than a tiny, remote and almost

forgotten moment in the history of

Spain that some people insist,

absurdly, in twisting.

J. L. Palma

‘Popular intuition always finds

the truth even when it seems impossible’

Gabriel García Márquez

(Living to Tell the Tale)

SYNOPSIS

The youngest member of the medical team that treated General Francisco Franco during his long final agony tells the story of those turbulent days between the 15th of October and the 20th of November 1975. It’s a non-fiction novel of great literary and historical value.

As the author says in the book, ‘with the passage of time I have convinced myself that Franco died because of his own doctors. I think we exhausted him too much, gave him too many orders – for a hard person, for a dictator, it must be unbearable.’

REVIEWS

José Luis Palma was thirty-one year-old cardiologist and precisely because of that relative youth, his fascinating book provides a fresher version, respectful of all the protagonists of his story, but unencumbered by the reverence for Franco that pervades the pages of Pozuelo, Gil and Hidalgo Huerta. His book is also remarkable for the clarity and realism with which it is written.

Paul Preston

Historian, Hispanist and author of Franco: A Biography, UK

What horror! With a strong ring of truth Doctor Palma narrates the story of what happened from the Council of Ministers in October until the dictator pronounced his last words, as well as the chilling agony of the final days. It’s a startling book, very well written, a clear and effective piece of literature. 

Luis María Ansón

Journalist and member of the Real Academia de España, Spain

José Luis Palma has written a book of two halves and a double value: on the one hand it is an exciting story, full of dramatic tension, very well written and with literary quality; on the other hand it is a testimony of the greatest historical value which will occupy a prominent position among the documents that illuminate that crucial step in the life of Spain.

Victoria Prego

Journalist, Spain

José Luis Palma offers us a fascinating read, especially for those who have lived under the narcissistic and autocratic yoke of dictators. A comparative study should be done of the behaviour of powerful circles in closed societies when their ‘supreme leaders’ become ill. The same is true of the behaviour of the dictators themselves when they face serious illness. From Stalin and Mao to Fidel and Chávez – via Franco – they all behave in a similar way when confronted by their own illness and doctors. An excellent book, very well written, imposing and clear.

Juan Antonio Blanco

Historian and political scientist, Cuba  

As a Peruvian who has spent the best part of my life in Venezuela, and like most people who live outside Spain, this is the first time I have seen such an interesting subject relating to Francisco Franco. I don’t know whether I got this book because I was interested in the subject or because I wanted to read José Luis Palma’s narrative, but either way once I started I found it hard to stop.

He makes us reflect on the role of the doctor. Is it right to preserve the life of a man at any cost? He poses an ethical and moral dilemma that runs through the whole work, wrapping it in a layer that reaches out from the pages and right to the reader.

Blanca Miosi

Bestselling Amazon author, Peru

Prologue

by Victoria Prego

THIS IS THE INVALUABLE FIRST-PERSON testimony of one of the witnesses and to a certain extent protagonists of the event of the greatest political significance since the end of the Spanish Civil War: the death of the man who was the victor of that terrible conflict and who became the iron ruler of the post-war military dictatorship, which gradually turned into an authoritarian regime that was being eaten away, on a daily basis, by the spaces of freedom that the Spanish people claimed for themselves over the years. 

Franco’s political personality has been studied from all possible angles and almost always without the emotional and ideological distance that such studies require. It’s possible that we still have years to wait before the definitive study of his character can be written: broad, deep and complete.

Meanwhile, there are plenty of noteworthy studies of Francisco Franco’s personality. For the time being they are the indispensable reference for understanding not just the man but also the time in which he lived and the country he ruled in such an extraordinarily personal way.

Franco’s death was understood by everyone, in and out of Spain, as the culmination of a historical period that would end at the same moment as the life of its founder. Starting from that unforeseeable moment, there was a unanimous belief that a new future was opening up for Span, a future as wide as it was uncertain, accompanied by worrying signs of the possibility, or risk, that the Spanish would commit the same historical error again or dissolve that future by entangling themselves in a bitter struggle that would reproduce the bloody shock of 1936. Let’s be honest: that possibility is what gave the Spanish political situation its dark attraction and brought half the world’s press to our country to follow the development of events so closely. 

For that reason - because the future was on the brink of exploding in the regime’s hands, and because it was precisely within the ranks of Francoism where there was an intense fear, a clear insecurity, almost a vertigo facing the time to come, the time the great powers wanted to control even though they felt they would not be able to - for that reason, Franco’s death was a close, traumatic and very dangerous threat to the Franco system. 

And that explains the secrecy. For the Head of State of a country, which at the time was the eleventh industrial power in the world, to be repeatedly at death’s door without the citizens having the slightest knowledge of what was going on inside El Pardo, was unprecedented and characteristic of subjugated and severely politically under-developed countries. Fear alone is capable of explaining, although not justifying, the silence imposed upon Franco’s doctors right from the beginning of his illness. That silence, broken in the end by pressure from the doctors themselves and because death had become inevitable, endured for decades when it came to the chain of events that took the General to the tomb. Out of discretion, out of melancholy, who knows why, the people who cared for him in those days have kept their archives and their memories shut.

José Luis Palma opens his wide in this book. And we should congratulate him for it. The youngest of all those who treated the then Head of State has decided to rescue all the information contained in his memory and his archives about those important days. And he does it with the scientific rigour of his professional training but also the emotion and honesty of a good man.

He doesn’t hold back on information, but he doesn’t disguise the doubts either. His greatest doubt, which still haunts him and the other members of the usual medical team, is expressed in the question that many people have asked since that November in 1975: Why was Franco’s final agony prolonged for so long? Why was he not spared that indescribable suffering even though it was clear that he was going to die?

José Luis Palma formulates the doubt over and over again. As a question, as an observational aside to the main story, or as a reproach from his own wife, a character whose role in this non-fiction novel is to offer the doctor, absorbed in his own dramatic wager, the calm, implacable, raw voice of the Spanish people. 

And the final explanation can only be the one the doctor himself threshes out over the course of these pages: the political class’s fear of the future that ended up spreading and transforming into another fear: the fear of the implacable present that each of Franco’s doctors felt inside them at the mere idea that the General might die on their watch. The immense responsibility that fell on their shoulders, coupled with the fact that the patient responded in an extraordinarily positive way to treatment, pushed them all imperceptibly into the relentless, interminable battle that was always destined to end in defeat.

José Luis Palma’s narration of the last hours of General Franco’s life is of immense interest. The strange behaviour of Cristóbal Martínez Bordiú, who certainly took the photos that were published of Franco on his death bed, and some others of whose existence Doctor Palma makes us aware; the odd fact that he ordered the doctors to go home when the patient’s life was hanging by an invisible thread; the fact that the death occurred precisely that night; all these make the reader think that some unknown person must have taken the decision that nature was refusing to take: to stop keeping Franco on this side of life and let him meet his end.

Whoever it was made a good decision.

José Luis Palma has written a book of two halves and a double value: on the one hand it is an exciting story, full of dramatic tension, very well written and with literary quality; on the other hand it is a testimony of the greatest historical value which will occupy a prominent position among the documents that illuminate that crucial step in the life of Spain.

Victoria Prego

Author’s note

The rumours started on the October 12th, the Fiesta Nacional de España. Rumours speculating about the general’s health had been circulating insistently for a while. In a few days, supporters and detractors would witness, stupefied, the end of one of the longest and least typical dictatorships the West has ever known. Everything has its beginning and its end, to the sorrow of some people, the despair of others and the joy of most. In the early morning of the 15th of October 1975, Saint Teresa of Avila’s day, Caudillo Franco’s personal doctor was summoned urgently by his nurse. The doctor arrived at the patient’s bedside after three in the morning. The old man had been suffering for a few days from low-grade fever, an insistent cough and erratic muscular pains. An inconvenient autumn flu had dramatically affected his precarious health. At that time the whole palace of El Pardo was in silence and darkness, as it had been every night for the last 40 years. Nobody moved. Everyone was asleep, except the colonel adjutant, the shift nurse and the sleepy guards. Things had been happening in the country for some time but they must not have been important enough to keep awake the people charged with caring for and protecting the ruler of a State in decline, almost in decomposition; an old man who had been sitting in death’s anteroom for a while, waiting to be called for the final voyage. That night the first fateful clarion call was heard. 

An hour beforehand, the patient had called his nurse. He can’t sleep; he’s anxious, sweaty, cold and complaining of imprecise pains in the centre of his chest. They must have been intense because the patient had always shown a marked tendency to minimise his symptoms and play down his afflictions. His blood pressure and pulse don’t reveal anything worrying. The doctor examines and reassures him. He prescribes sleeping pills and stays until the patient has managed to fall into a precarious sleep.

On an immense mahogany chest against one of the bedroom walls a silver forearm reveals, through a tiny window, a blackish substance that is hard to identify. They say it’s the incorrupt arm of Saint Teresa, the relic that has always accompanied the victorious general since the military campaigns of 1936. The irony of miracles: the mummified limb of the protective Doctor of the Church, who wrote so many poems about mystical love during her life, is unable to prevent the ill-fated coronary atherothrombosis that will end the life of her most loyal devotee. 

Before leaving, and at the nurse’s insistence, Dr Pozuelo ordered an electrocardiogram for the following morning, just in case. And so, darkly, silently and almost treacherously, began the final countdown of the general who had ruled Spain with an iron fist for the last 40 years. His enemies whined that they would never live to see their dream come true. Some people, in their delirium, believed he was immortal. His supporters, members of a ruling class that had held absolute power for so long, knew that he would take most of their privileges with him to the grave. 

During Franco’s final agony, a group of doctors worked dauntlessly to try and counteract all the complications that presented during those 37 interminable days. One serious complication was followed by another even worse. The patient was losing water through all his pores and there weren’t enough treatments to stem the fatal tide of blood.

Many prestigious journalists and qualified writers have described - some more skilfully than others, and with better or worse intentions or success - the political, social and vital events that took place during those convulsive times. We doctors, on the other hand, hardly said anything. The media started talking about a pact of silence. Wrong. We never agreed anything of the sort. During the illness, Pozuelo was the group’s spokesman. It made sense to do it like that; otherwise thirty-six voices all shouting at the same time would have put paid to the rigour that, in my opinion, was what united that group of misunderstood doctors. After the patient’s death everyone took the path most suited to them. Unfortunately many of them are no longer with us and most of us who remain have lost contact. It was a circumstantial union, an emergency team that logically fell apart once the primary motive for its existence disappeared. Of course nobody remembers us. It’s better that way. Libraries are full of names, dates and places that don’t mean anything; it’s for the good of History. 

Arias’s government rewarded us with various decorations according to the importance of the role each of us had played in that extraordinary clinical setting. I was awarded the Great Cross of the Civil Order of Health, a very high honour, but one which I didn’t feel I deserved at all, given the insignificance of what I had done. Anyway, I had been privileged enough to have been part of the medical team, which gave me a comfortable seat in the front row of a schizophrenic theatre of vanity and absurdity. That was reward enough for me. That Christmas a crate of liqueurs arrived at my house. I’ve moved house so many times that they ended up getting lost. Believe me, I regret it: they were excellent vintages, and had impressive labels personally signed by the Caudillo of Spain. 

Many times we have been asked to leave written accounts of those unique experiences that were, for better or worse, key moments in the recent history of Spain. Many times I scribbled down notes on scraps of paper, hurriedly, in the few moments of rest I could find in those days of agitation. And as many times I threw the useless papers away. Sometimes from shame, sometimes because I thought that it wouldn’t interest many people, and sometimes because deep down to write is to hand over, definitively, slivers of your soul to strangers, and I’ve never liked that side of it. But as the years go by and time runs out, I can’t help thinking of the experiences piling up in the depths of my memory, beginning to be smudged by the patina of forgetfulness. It worries me. And so it’s my duty to warn the reader of these pages not to expect a historical chronicle in the strictest journalistic sense. A lot of information has accumulated and I wouldn’t want it to become tedious. But there’s something else: the long time that has gone past since that distant November has disfigured or confused the authenticity of many of the things that happened then in my memory. I am conscious of the fallacies I may have committed, victim of my own distraction, inopportunely writing these notes. To compensate, I’ve tried to elaborate a narrative as if of a fiction novel, in which not even I am capable of distinguishing what belongs to the true history of those days and what my imagination, captive of its own decay, has added to the text like an old seamstress in an attempt to weave a plot that bears reading. The reader will decide for himself what’s true and what’s not. I, unfortunately, am no longer able to. 

In the narrative the main character is, obviously, the patient of El Pardo. The presentation of the patient and the scene where the events take place is almost all authentic, I believe. There are other equally authentic characters the reader will recognise; politicians, people in the general’s close circle, relatives and doctors. And there are also other, fictional characters, introduced to represent the voice of the people who lived through those days of extreme confusion and uncertainty, which of course, and despite what was said, were not caused by those of us in the leader’s medical team. Those characters, ordinary and unimportant, appear in the narrative to provide a useful counterpoint to the grandeur of Spain’s most loved and most hated general.

Despite what people think, not even death equals all humans. As I suspected.

The author


Index of names

Arias:Carlos Arias Navarro, Prime Minister of Spain 1973-1976.

Carmen:Carmen Franco, FF’s only child. Wife of CMB.

Carmencita:FF’s eldest granddaughter. Wife of ABD.

Cristóbal:Cristóbal Martínez Bordiú, Marquis of Villaverde. Surgeon. Husband of Carmen, father of all FF’s grandchildren.

Don Alfonso:Alfonso de Borbón y Dampierre, Duke of Cádiz. Husband of Carmencita.

Don Juan Carlos: Prince and, after Franco’s death, King of Spain. 

Doña Carmen:Carmen Polo, FF’s wife. First Lady of Meirás.

Francis:FF’s  eldest grandson.

Marchioness: Carmen

Mariola:FF’s second granddaughter.

Marquis:CMB

Merry: FF’s third granddaughter.

The Señora:Doña Carmen


I

In the first few years of your life, September was our holiday month. You and your brother were still very little. Missing a fortnight of nursery school didn’t seem to matter. August was a very important month for me. Madrid was left doctorless and the few of us who stayed were constantly covering for other people. I would have six or eight consultations at the same time, and more than twenty home visits. I substituted for GPs, cardiologists and respiratory doctors, and I even saw patients for dermatological and venereal diseases, an enigmatic medical specialty where all the wounds looked like repulsive blisters and the chancres turned my stomach. I worked almost twenty hours a day, and was on duty at the hospital every four days. They were good Augusts, so good they seemed like Octobers, the month of flu. I was as physically resilient as I was overworked. I smoked two packets of cigarettes a day, drank generously, wolfed down sandwiches when I could spare a moment, and could get by with half an hour of sleep on the Metro train which took me from the hospital near Plaza de Castilla to Portazgo, where I had my first consultation of the afternoon. I liked those Augusts; I don’t know if I liked them because I felt like more of a doctor, because I earned more money, or because Madrid, relaxing in the absence of cars and inhabitants, became the delightfully provincial city it was always supposed to be. I have disowned Madrid many times –who hasn’t? –, almost always unfairly, but now, from the distance and solitude my voluntary exile gives me, I still miss it; the cool, uninhibited people, the unbearable traffic jams, the unmistakeable rancid smell of Metro Line 1, the blue sky and the bright red sunsets over the Parque del Oeste where I watched you both playing and growing beneath your mother’s clear, protective gaze. I don’t want to go back. The memories hurt me. The city which once decked me out in finery left me at the end of the road as naked as the day I arrived. Don’t take me there when I lose my mind. I wouldn’t understand it any more. Leave me here where I was born, which is where I have to stay. 

September 1975 arrived, settling down in the last days of that scorching, ominous summer. Spain was wavering between the strange and vigorous economic glory of late Francoism and the political unease of those who could feel that the regime was coming to an end. The shooting of some ETA and FRAP activists sent the country back to the dark 1940s for a few days. The dictatorship seemed to want to die suckling from the same teats it had fed from in its infancy: dawn executions, embassy fires and massive protests among a population divided before the decrepit Caudillo, whose death throes were silhouetted on the balcony outside his resting place in the Palacio Real. 

Our holiday in 1975 was odd, to say the least, and I found it even longer and more tedious than the previous year. I took you both to the beach and joined in the childish games your mother organized, but I carried a small radio with me at all times so I could listen to the worrying news being broadcast, almost in code, by the stations that were less enthusiastic about the dictator. 

Things had been happening for the last few months that were unheard of, almost unthinkable in the tight ship that was Spain under Franco. Underground trade unions stirred up the working class; the monarchists in exile in Estoril, Portugal, were a constant source of annoyance, questioning Franco’s choice of successor, who had already been approved by parliament; the eternally opportunistic socialists squatted behind other people’s barricades; and to cap it all the communists were threatening to deliver their revenge of blood and fire. A people that had been through a desert of forty years only to reach, at the end, a Sinai of dubious splendour, now lived in terror of the events that would inexorably, inevitably lead up to the feared moment of transition. The future stability of almost everyone was once more under threat. Your mother and I hardly understood any of what was going on. We had left Spain at the end of the 1960s, and our time in America had taken us too far from the reality of the country we had abandoned at the wheel of our Seat 600.  

We came back from holiday a few days before the end of September. A couple of storms were the perfect excuse to pack away the sails and leave our boat anchored in a place we would never see again.

The doctor didn’t beat around the bush. After scrutinising me minutely and subjecting me to degrading neurological tests, ‘close your eyes and touch the end of your nose with your right index finger,’ ‘walk along this line without stepping off,’ ‘tell me what year you were born...,’ he gave me the unsoftened diagnosis. My cerebral cortex, seen in the images taken on the scanner, was more riddled with holes than an Emmental cheese. A succession of lacunar strokes will eventually destroy whatever it is in me that makes me different from anyone else. I will become an oblivious imbecile and in the end I will forget everything, even who I am and who you are. I don’t know when I will lose the use of my reason forever but it won’t be long. I already knew there was no cure for what I had. The doctor confirmed it. So, before Alzheimer’s makes me confuse time with space and space with my own reality, I want to tell you a few things about certain key moments in my life; more for my own peace of mind than to leave you a testimony of my experience. 

The accordion folder labelled ‘FF: The patient of El Pardo’ contains chronologically ordered documents that narrate the facts I want to tell you. Take them with you when you go back to Madrid and use them as you see fit, even burn them if you don’t find them interesting. You will find press cuttings from those days, notes in my handwriting, photographs, announcements of Franco’s death, letters from important people thanking us for our help and copies of all the medical reports we signed each day, to fulfil our responsibilities and also incidentally to generate the necessary confusion among those who understood nothing and claimed to know everything. 

The medical reports were our small revenge on those who attacked us and accused us of being aggressive butchers because we stubbornly kept alive, during those endless weeks, a person who represented the great obstacle to many people’s dark interests. We acted to the best of our knowledge and understanding and without yielding to any outside pressure, at least at the beginning. If the patient had an extraordinary capacity to respond well in the most precarious medical situations, that wasn’t our fault either. He overcame everything, although in the end I am convinced that he died of his own accord, and despite his doctors. Those of us who were in his immediate presence, cardiologists, surgeons and anaesthetists, acted as if we were treating any ordinary patient. It is true, partially, that at the end things changed and in certain areas we felt ourselves being pressured, some said almost trammelled, but it wasn’t very important or serious; by then there was no cure and it made no difference whether we acted in one way or another. Giving up, what we call giving up, by which I mean deciding it’s a lost cause and throwing in the towel – that didn’t happen until 48 or 72 hours before the death. His mind was still working despite the sedatives and Joaquín insisted that his cerebral bioelectric activity was normal. We took an electroencephalogram every day, sometimes twice a day, to make sure there was no doubt. Under the circumstances our duty was to carry on. Outside, many people who did not know the facts invented spurious and gruesome stories that the doomsayers in the press rushed to publish. Anyway, to hell with them. If they were in a hurry, so much the better; let them wait. 

For us things changed when we moved him to the Hospital La Paz. In El Pardo it was different. The family were very careful and almost affectionate towards us. They asked no more of us than was to be expected - to spare him any sterile suffering - but they might as well have asked pigs to fly. He went through some terrible moments, and the feeling of impotence before such pain, with the family looking on, was overwhelming. The pressure came from outside, but I’ll tell you about that later. 

People never understood how we were able to act so freely, but we were, whatever they might have thought. In those days and in the days that followed his death we had to listen to a lot of nonsense spouted by people of dubious importance, and stoically endure the mendacious gossip of trivial informers. Once the lie-spreading fan had been turned on there was enough rubbish to spray the whole world, and of course there was plenty reserved for us. As far as I was concerned it was unimportant. I lived for my work and I was fully aware that once it was over my life would go back to being my life from before, the one I had always liked living; although on that last point I don’t think I have been completely successful. 

My relationship with the patient was not unpleasant. Nani and Lina told me he had liked me since the first day I met him, and if they said that it’s because it was true. They knew him very well and they knew exactly how to read the mild reactions that came from the expressionless calm of his Parkinson’s. I didn’t dislike him either; he didn’t make much impression on me. Cristóbal introduced me to him immediately after his last Council of Ministers. Minutes earlier I had watched him walking with his Parkinson’s sufferer’s gait, chasing his own centre of gravity without moving his arms as if he wanted to catch the shadow that had gone before him his whole life. He walked from the meeting room to his bedroom. He was wearing a grey suit, a white shirt and a black tie. Juanito was always the one who decided what would be best for him to wear, prioritising the patient’s comfort over protocol. Juanito was a great guy. Franco hired him as a valet in 1938, at the Battle of the Ebro, and he had stayed by his side ever since. He was his loyal dog. He loved the general to death and had no need of extravagant gestures to prove it. In the first few days, when we were in the palace and the situation hadn’t become complicated yet, he and I had extraordinary conversations, very profound and very enjoyable, which revealed unexpected sides of the patient’s character to me. He had other assistants, Maximino and Zamorano, but they were more serious, less chatty. They were all soldiers, non-commissioned officers, with the titles and salaries of sub-lieutenants or sergeant majors, I don’t remember any more. Whenever I saw them they were in civilian clothes. The truth is that in those days military uniforms, because of the fear of terrorism, had completely disappeared from the public sphere. 

The patient was already in bed the next time I saw him. He was wearing pale pyjamas with thin green stripes, like some strange prisoner. He looked like what he was: a vulnerable old man, in pain, calling out for help from the dark depths of his anguished eyes. He held out his right hand, which was shaken by a gentle tremor, and addressed me with a succinct, ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you’, the s sounds escaping out of the corners of his lips with a whistle. 

When it was all over I believe I, like many others, was affected by a Stockholm syndrome that lasted, in my case, several months and perhaps even years after his death. He was such a contradictory character that it seemed normal that many of us experienced conflicting feelings. I’ll tell you the details later on. For now I’ll just say that the patient, perhaps because of his apparent vulnerability, his precarious health or simply his advanced age, inspired pity more than anything else. It was hard to imagine, looking at that sick, thin creature, that during his life he had done as many terrible things as his opponents and enemies said he had.

I told you that at that first meeting he didn’t make an impression on me, although you might have expected him to. For all of us who were born after the war, Franco was much more than a head of state; he was even more than an authoritarian and distant king might be in the eyes of his people. Franco was Franco, and the distance he kept from the beginning, surrounded by an entourage of watchful and elusive supporters, removed him definitively from the population he governed with an iron fist and with undeniable successes, as well, for too many years. One must tell it as it is. Despite all the bad that has been said about him it’s important to recognise, with no ifs or buts, that under him the country flourished economically and reached levels of unthinkable prosperity. Those are the facts for impartial critics, although not for the emotional ones, who saw only horror and disaster in all those long 40 years. Many valuable things were accomplished and I’m certainly not going to talk to you about the famous reservoirs but as a doctor I can assure you that the magnificent hospital network we benefit from today, as well as many other social achievements, was created and organised during those terrible years of oppressive dictatorship. 

I couldn’t have been more than six or seven when I saw him for the first time. It was in Seville, at the end of the 1940s. It was probably when Eva Duarte de Perón came to bring us the grain and meat denied us by the international blockade. Don’t pay too much attention to what I say, the dates and facts get muddled up in my head and perhaps I am unwittingly talking nonsense. We spent long periods of time in Seville, on the Guadalquivir River. The best memories of my life stayed there, trapped in my mind. My mother took me by the hand through the Ronda de Capuchinos. We were going to visit an aunt who was ill; a saint, they told me, because since she was a girl she had offered up her sufferings to the Lord so the communists might be converted. God must have heard her because the reds had been gone from Spain since 1939. I don’t know what happened to my aunt or when she died and I’m not sure whether her case was ever sent to the papal Curia to be considered for canonisation. It was probably all invented by well-meaning people infected by the nationalist Catholicism of the time. Suddenly black cars appeared at the end of the street, driving at full speed with their sirens blaring. The traffic came to a halt. The policemen waved their hands and blew their whistles, letting drivers know they should stop their vehicles immediately. People stood on the pavement and applauded fervently as the quick convoy went by. Now, many years later, I remember the scene in black and white and no matter how hard I try it’s impossible to dye it back to a normal colour; I don’t know why. In my memory, the monotonous lights and ambient sounds that accompanied the passage of the fleeting procession lack brilliance and are imbued with sad, dull tones, as if the Spain of that time, seen through the eyes of a boy, lacked any childish attraction. A soldier stood to attention and saluted, arm held high, cheering Franco and Spain. In the final car I managed to glimpse, through the hermetically sealed windows, a small man dressed as the Generalísimo who looked out indifferently at the enthusiastic crowd’s warm greeting.

‘Look, son,’ my mother said, lifting me up in the air, ‘Franco is in that car. Never forget him, and pray to the Virgin every day for him to be with us a long time. He was the hero who saved us from Communism and barbarism. With him, the Pope and Our Lady of Fatima, Spain will always be free from all evil,’ explained your grandmother.

I didn’t understand the meaning of the words barbarism and communism then, but for many years they embodied the sum of everything bad I could imagine. On that day there was no way I could have sensed that many years later I would shake the hand of that powerful man, by then transformed into a helpless creature, unmistakeably marked by death’s stigma.  

Your grandmother was a religious woman and a waning Francoist, like most poor people in those days. After the horrors of the Civil War the poor would have been won over by any leader who could offer them a bit of peace and quiet, safety, and a little food. As time passed and the regime dragged on and on, careful and patient people began to question how long the static situation would last. She was one of those women who had lived through the war and who at the end of their many patient years of waiting wanted, without vehemence, to see political change that would bring new winds of freedom and progress. Your grandfather rarely talked about his political leanings or his empathy for the dictator of El Pardo, but I knew him inside out. He was already a doctor when the Civil War broke out in 1936. The conflict surprised him in the nationalist zone and he was enlisted as a lieutenant in the Medical Corps. He was lucky and unlucky. He survived the battles, but he was sent to the worst fronts; El Ebro, Gandesa, Despeñaperros... He told us many times about the horrific things he experienced. He spoke about the war with repugnance. I believe he never managed to forget the firing squads he was made to witness so he could provide the official death certificates for those condemned to die without charge or trial. On January 6th 1938, Twelfth Night, he was on the verge of being shot by people from the other side. He survived because of the kindness of a militia captain who recognised him as a distant relative. He never knew what motivated that gesture of salvation. After the war he searched for his Samaritan for years. He never heard anything about him. Perhaps he had worse luck than my father and fell to the other side’s fire. My father used to say that the most absurd thing about that bloody conflict was the hatred, which, although no one had looked for it, took over many people’s lives and survived for years after the war was over. Many of the wounds are still festering today. I always saw the war generation as people who spent their life living in someone else’s body, a mad person’s body. I don’t think they ever fully recovered. 

I enjoyed medical reports. I wrote a lot of them. Pozuelo would demand information from the night-shift cardiologist and then transcribe, with everyone’s agreement, the text to be given to León Esteban. I’d like to clear up a few things that were left unclear at the time, and make a record of the facts that have been silent all these years. Events write history and we humans erase it, deliberately, in our own interest. Perhaps that’s why, in the end, history is the stories people tell and not the events that unfold.

Pozuelo was an old-style doctor, and I say that with the utmost respect. He was a good endocrinologist. He had trained at Don Gregorio Marañon’s prestigious medical school and counted some of the most renowned doctors of internal medicine among his colleagues. He became the Caudillo’s doctor almost by accident. Franco had spent time in hospital a few months before, suffering from thrombophlebitis. While he was there, a storm that had been on the horizon for a long time finally broke. Cristóbal Martínez Bordiú, Marquis of Villaverde and husband of Franco’s daughter Carmen, and Vicente Gil, who had always been the general’s doctor, had had various personal disagreements over the years. Some people said Cristóbal was jealous of Gil; according to Cristóbal, Gil bossed Franco about medically. Others blamed the jealousy and mutual distrust on Gil himself, saying that he resented Cristóbal’s interfering in other people’s medical areas. Whatever the original cause, during Franco’s stay in hospital the two doctors had such a ferocious argument that they almost physically fought. I wasn’t there but people told me it was an utterly shameful spectacle. By the time this happened Franco was already letting himself be pushed around in a way that would have been unthinkable a few years before. As a result, at the recommendation of the family and the government, the decision was made to dismiss Gil and immediately begin searching for a replacement. Three names of undeniable prestige were put forward: Professor Amador Schüller, Professor of Pathology; Professor Ortiz Vázquez, head of the Department of Internal Medicine at the Hospital La Paz; and Dr Vicente Pozuelo Escudero. Any of the three would have been a magnificent personal doctor for the elderly general, but of the three Pozuelo was the one who boasted the cleanest political record, and so he was offered the post. He accepted, not only without any misgivings, but, as he himself would later write, very honoured to have been charged with such a lofty mission. 
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