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CHAPTER ONE

THE GENTLEMEN FROM TETUÁN

In the late afternoon of 24 July 1936, a lone Ju 52/3m airliner operated by Lufthansa touched down at Gatow airfield on the outskirts of Berlin. The Junkers tri-motor had flown in from Tablada, near Seville in southern Spain, which it had left that morning, making intermediate stops at Marseilles and Stuttgart. In addition to its German crew, aboard the aircraft were three passengers – two Germans and one Spaniard.

The Germans were the businessman Johannes Bernhardt and mining engineer Adolf Langenheim, both resident in Tetuán, Spanish Morocco, and both dedicated members of the small, but active, Nazi Party contingent in that North African country. For the previous six years, Bernhardt, who had failed as an entrepreneur in Germany, had built up rewarding business contacts with the Spanish, his export company supplying the Spanish armed forces with communications equipment, cameras, stoves, range-finding devices and target equipment for the Ejército de Africa (Army of Africa). He also had close contacts within the right-wing Spanish officer cadre.

As Ortsgruppenleiter Tetuán, 60-year-old Langenheim was the nominal head of the local Nazi community in Tetuán, a part of the so-called Auslandsorganisation (‘Foreign Organisation’) and, as such, was in close contact with the German Embassy in Madrid, as well as with Gauleiter Ernst Wilhelm Bohle, the English-born head of the Auslandsorganisation in Berlin. In such a position of influence, Bohle, in turn, worked closely with the very highest levels of the Nazi Party, including both Adolf Hitler and Rudolf Hess.

Accompanying the two Germans on this extremely clandestine trip to Germany was the third passenger, Capitán ingenrio aeronáutico Francisco Arranz Monasterio. Arranz was travelling in his recently appointed role as the ‘chief of staff’ of a collection of units of the Spanish Aviación Militar (air force) that had taken sides with a clique of discontented, right-wing ‘rebel’ generals under the overall coordination of Gen Emilio Mola Vidal. For many months the latter had been secretly plotting action against the new, democratically constituted government of the Spanish Republic led by the leftist writer and intellectual, Manuel Azaña.

There had been nearly 150 years of social unrest and political turbulence in Spain. It had started as far back as 1808 when the Monarchy had collapsed and war had raged over the issue of a constitution. The Monarchy, regarded as corrupt, had been expelled by the Army in 1868, and there then followed years of class hatred, nationalism, rioting against the Church and strikes. By the early 1900s, Spain was divided into two mutually hostile social groups, with landowners and industrialists on one side and landless labourers on the other.

The advance of Socialism and anarchism among urban workers led the more far-sighted landowners to try to stop the spread of this to the countryside. Counter-revolutionary syndicates were financed by landlords from 1906, and in 1912 a group of dynamic social Catholics led by Angel Herrera helped establish a series of powerful Agrarian Federations. These right-wing organisations tried to improve the lives of impoverished farmers by offering them credit facilities, agricultural expertise, warehousing and machinery in return for their adoption of virulent anti-socialism.

Nevertheless left-wing urban unrest became so bad that in 1917 an insurrectionary army crushed the protest and Gen Miguel Primo de Rivera, Captain-General of Barcelona, was installed as a military dictator in 1923, having accused the parliamentary government of leading the country to ruin. King Alfonso XIII then entrusted the government to Primo de Rivera who, though arbitrary, was a dictator of some mildness and charm, and he outwardly restored order. A brief ‘golden age’ began, but the calm was superficial, however, and discontent steadily increased throughout Spain.

In January 1930 the King abruptly withdrew his support for Primo de Rivera. Alfonso then tried to return to the system of alternative moderate Liberal and Conservative governments, but these were unable to control the upsurge of left wing Republicanism. Liberal protests brought an end to the dictatorship in April 1931 – the year churches were burned in Madrid. Alfonso bowed to the result and left Spain.

Alcalá Zamora, an Andalusian, then became prime minister of a moderate but weak provisional government that was incapable of maintaining order. Riots broke out all over the country, during which churches and convents were burned and looted. In June 1931 a constituent parliament was elected, and the success of the Republican coalition was confirmed by the voters. Zamora was appointed president of Spain in December 1931, trying in vain to steer a middle course between the Left and Right.

For the following two years the country was governed by the Socialist majority led by Manuel Azaña. In August 1932 Gen José Sanjurjo Sacanell led a right wing military insurrection against this government, but it was crushed without difficulty.

In November 1933 the right won the general election, victory going to the CEDA or Catholic Party – effectively a right-wing Conservative, Catholic/Clerical, Monarchist and Carlist alliance – led by José Maria Gil Robles. Relying on the support of various right wing groups, the party was to trigger a revolution in October 1934 when Catalan Nationalists, Socialists and Asturian miners rose against it, giving a foretaste of what was to come. A temporary working-class dictatorship was established in Asturias, but the revolution was brutally suppressed and Azaña imprisoned.

Spanish politics was a see-saw of conflict and instability. Since the national elections of February 1936, which had been called by President Zamora in the hope that a centre party would at last emerge between the warring political extremes, Spain had been ruled by the Frente Popular (Popular Front). This was a coalition of anti-Fascist left-wing parties comprising various Republican, Socialist, Communist and Marxist parties and factions supported by trade unions and anarchists that had won a decisive victory over the CEDA alliance.

A liberated Azaña had formed a new cabinet, which implemented a social reform programme involving the distribution of land, the development of schools and the start of an anti-clerical policy. However, the situation rapidly deteriorated. The state became powerless to deal with the violence of various antagonistic elements and had proved incapable of carrying out the necessary reforms. On 24 May, Francisco Largo Caballero, a trade unionist who sat on the left of the Socialist party and whom many saw as the ‘Spanish Lenin’, declared ominously, ‘When the Popular Front breaks up, as break up it will, the triumph of the proletariat will be certain. We shall then implant the dictatorship of the proletariat, which does not mean the repression of the proletariat, but of the capitalist and bourgeois classes!’

This was too much for the politically conservative classes. They feared that their beloved country would disintegrate into a cluster of anarchic communes run on Communist principles, wide open for taking over by a foreign power, or, under the hands of the socialists, the opening of the door for Communism and control by Moscow.

Azaña had been elected president of the Spanish Republic on 10 May, replacing Alcalá Zamora. He recognised that victory for the Popular Front had meant that, with all the fiery and extreme rhetoric of the Left, sentiment in Conservative Spain was in danger of shifting from the politicians to the generals, who could promise – and effect – order amidst the chaos. That would be unacceptable and would have to be stopped. For their part, men like Sanjurjo and Mola knew this and had decided to act. The powder keg erupted on 13 July 1936 when a former Conservative minister and effectively leader of the right wing opposition, José Calvo Sotelo, was murdered two days after he was openly threatened by a Communist deputy. Enough was enough. In mid-July the ‘rebels’ went into action.

As many as seven leading generals were actively involved in the rebel uprising, and they were spread far and wide across Spain. Mola had been ‘exiled’ by a wary Azaña to the post of military governor of Pamplona in Navarre, but kept in contact with his fellow conspirators, Gens Fanjul, Villegas, Varela, Orgaz and Saliquet. But the figurehead, the portly monarchist Sanjurjo had been killed just four days earlier when his over-laden, tiny, two-seat de Havilland Puss Moth had crashed at Estoril as he was leaving his exile in Portugal to lead the military uprising and the hoped-for triumphant march into Madrid. In Africa, another general, 44-year-old Francisco Franco, who controlled elements of the colonial regular Spanish Army, the Spanish Foreign Legion and the Arab Moorish mercenaries of the Regulares Indígenas, had been monitoring the situation from a distance. The rebel generals knew that in the event of fighting during the course of the uprising, the support of Franco’s battle-hardened Ejército de Africa would be vital.

In terms of territory, within a week of the uprising starting on 17 July, the rebels had achieved significant gains and controlled about a third of the country, including a large area encompassing Galicia, León, Old Castile, Aragón and part of Extremadura, along with isolated spots such as Oviedo, Seville and Cordoba. The plan was to strike at Madrid, the capital and the centre of Republicanism. But there was still work to be done in the rebel camp, and there were two urgent matters to sort out – firstly, the structure of leadership. In terms of command, with the loss of Sanjurjo, it was Franco in Africa who, as a major-general, was the senior ranking officer over Mola – a brigadier-general – while Maj-Gen Gonzalo Queipo de Llano y Serra, although senior to Franco and recently joined to the rebel cause, was found to be unacceptable to many rebel officers because of his Republican connections. Thus it was that within a week of the uprising many overseas governments were referring to the rebels as ‘Francoists’.
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Government troops of the Guardias de Asalto protecting the airfield at Getafe, on the outskirts of the Spanish capital Madrid, run past a Breguet 19 during the uprising by rebel generals in July 1936. The rebels had planned to strike at Madrid, the epicentre of Republicanism

Secondly, support – in the form of badly needed military equipment such as guns, ammunition, aircraft and even men – from potentially sympathetic governments abroad was required. The rebels had already approached Fascist Italy, the monarchist journalist Luis Bolín having journeyed to Rome on 19 July to ask Mussolini for transport aircraft to assist the cause, while Franco was in contact with the Italian Consul in Tangier.

At first the rebels’ requests were brushed aside, Mussolini simply scribbling ‘NO’ at the bottom of a telegram from Franco requesting 12 bombers or civilian transports, while on another the dictator remarked dismissively, ‘FILE’. However, as the telegrams from Tangier streamed in, and Russian support of the Left appeared unlikely, Mussolini’s interest in the developments in Spain grew, especially when Franco offered the flattering promise to emulate Italian Fascism in his country. Ultimately, during the evening of 27 July, arrangements were made for the despatch of 12 SIAI S.81 bombers of the Regia Aeronautica. They were to be assembled at Elmas military aerodrome near Cagliari, in Sardinia, prior to being flown to Spain. For the rebels, it was a promising start.

Meanwhile in Germany, the Nazi volunteer ‘emissaries’ of the rebel movement, Bernhardt and Langenheim, accompanied by Capitán Arranz, were somewhat disappointed to find themselves being treated as low-profile guests of Lufthansa rather than being welcomed as important delegates of a politically friendly aspirant regime. Indeed, the German Foreign Office was of the view that the group should not be received officially by either any German political authority or any military department, and that the possibility of shipping arms to Spain was out of the question.

The Foreign Office remained concerned by developments in Spain. There had been spasmodic attacks on German citizens by Communists and anarchists which prompted a pair of warships to be despatched to Spanish coastal waters. There were fears that the new leftist government would pave the way for further Communist take-over, following on from the victory of the left-wing Popular Front in France earlier that year. Under authority from Constantin Freiherr von Neurath, the German Foreign Minister, a representative from the Foreign Office telephoned Bohle and advised him, bluntly, of the official view.

For his part, the more worldly, South African-educated, Bohle elected to ignore the Foreign Office’s instructions. The telegrams reaching his Auslandsorganisation from Spain portrayed a situation of intrigue and urgency from which, presumably, he felt Germany could benefit in some way. The power of the Party would now eclipse that of Government apparatus. From Berlin, Bohle telephoned Thuringia, where the deputy Führer, Rudolf Hess, was attending to local Party business. Bohle informed Hess of the arrival of the delegation from North Africa, as well as its objectives and requirements. Hess immediately instructed Bohle to arrange to fly Bernhardt and Langenheim to Thuringia so that he could meet them and listen to their requests. Leaving Arranz in Berlin for some reason, Bernhardt and Langenheim left at once in Hess’ personal aircraft and arrived in Thuringia hours later.

Hess proved to be receptive, sympathetic – and decisive. He called Hitler in Bayreuth. The Führer was attending the annual Wagner music festival there as a guest of the Wagner family and staying at the Villa Wahnfried, the family residence. Quickly, Hess was able to bring Hitler to the telephone, whereupon he prevailed to the Führer to meet with the men from Tetuán. Hitler agreed, and Hess next called Bohle and ordered him to Bayreuth, and to bring other senior Party officials with him, including the head of legal affairs within the Auslandsorganisation.

Finally, late in the evening of the following day, 25 July, as Hitler returned to the Villa Wahnfried buoyed from a performance of Siegfried conducted by his favourite conductor, Wilhelm Furtwängler, Bernhardt and Langenheim, in the company of a senior official from the Auslandsorganisation, were brought before him.

Hitler was well briefed. He knew from information received from the embassy in Madrid that morning that there was a prospect of a long civil war in Spain, but also that the rebels’ position was, in reality, tenuous. His ambassador to Spain had already warned of the ‘the Bolshevik danger’ and had suggested increasing German espionage activities against the more radical elements in Spanish society. Hitler went as far as sending Abwehr agents disguised as businessmen to Spanish cities to monitor Communist and anarchist activity. A Republican victory in any war would have grave ramifications for German interests, with the unpalatable prospect of a Spanish soviet regime neighbouring France, which already held an alliance with Russia. Furthermore, Hermann Göring had outlined to Hitler the potential longer-term economic benefits to be gained by supporting a victorious Franco.

Bernhardt presented a ‘terse’ letter from Franco in which the general asked for rifles, anti-aircraft guns, fighters and transport aircraft. Hitler was sceptical and enquired as to the financial situation of the rebels, to which Bernhardt smoothly moved on to the rich quantities of raw materials available in Andalusia that could willingly be placed at the disposal of the Reich in exchange for aircraft and armaments. The Führer remained hesitant. ‘That’s no way to start a war’, Hitler is supposed to have commented, and pressed his visitors for more finite information. Bernhardt ruefully admitted that any war could last many months, but if Franco did not receive immediate help the situation could be catastrophic. ‘Then he is lost’, Hitler remarked.

Then, however, forgetting his planned supper, the Führer launched into a two-hour diatribe about Spain and the threat Europe faced from Bolshevism. Bernhardt, Langenheim and the other guests in the room maintained a patient silence. In doing this, Hitler seemed to convince himself that the spectre of Germany being flanked to the east and west by Bolshevik blocs was something so hideous as not to be contemplated. Stirred by the powerful emotions of Siegfried, Hitler rallied to the ideology of brave Spanish nationalism engaged in a struggle against a tide of Bolshevism. Hitler made up his mind; the rebels would receive support.

Under the codename Unternehmen Feuerzauber (Operation Magic Fire), born of Wagner’s heroic music accompanying Siegfried’s passage through the ring of flames to free Brünnhilde, Hitler authorised aid to be shipped as soon as possible. He summoned both Göring and Generalfeldmarschall Werner von Blomberg (Minister of Defence and Supreme Commander of the German armed forces, who was also in Bayreuth) to the villa, as well as his personal guest to the music festival, his ambassador to London, Joachim von Ribbentrop.

Despite his earlier enthusiasm for becoming involved with Spain, initially Göring was aghast at the prospect of military intervention and the likelihood of ensuing international complications. Faced with a resolute Führer, however, he demurred no further. Blomberg did not object, although the vain and humourless von Ribbentrop warned Hitler weakly to stay out of Spain, claiming that there were ‘no laurels to be gained’ and only a risk of raising a negative reaction from England. But Hitler cut von Ribbentrop off, responding resolutely that Spain’s prime minster was Communist and that his weapons came from Moscow. The matter was closed – the time for debate over. The rebels had won a powerful new donor.

Now the practicalities moved swiftly ahead. It was nearly 0200 hrs on 26 July – a Sunday – but this did stop Hitler’s desire for action. Just a few hours later, the German naval commander in Hamburg was ordered to fly south in Hitler’s aircraft, together with the Secretary of State for Aviation, the ambitious and very efficient, General der Flieger Erhard Milch. The two men were in Bayreuth by early afternoon, and within two hours the details of the plans for German military aid for Franco were hatched.

Back at his office in the Reichsluftministerium (RLM) in Berlin that evening, Milch, under instruction from Göring, called a meeting with Generalleutnant Albert Kesselring, who acted as senior Luftwaffe liaison to the staff of the Chief of the Army, Generalmajor Hans-Jürgen Stumpff, head of the Luftwaffe personnel office, and Generalleutnant Helmuth Wilberg, commander of a Luftwaffe Luftkreisschule (a main leadership and war academy). Wilberg, a native of the German capital, had obtained his pilot’s licence in 1910 and taken part in some of the nation’s earliest air races. During World War1 he had gained a reputation as a very competent air staff officer, commanding more than 500 aircraft of the Luftstreitkräfte on the Flanders front in 1917. Wilberg had entered the new Luftwaffe in October 1934 and rose quickly to become a departmental director in the RLM. Curiously, he shared Jewish ancestry with Milch.
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Generalleutnant Helmuth Wilberg (seen here as a General der Flieger) had obtained his pilot’s licence in 1910 and taken part in some of Germany’s earliest air races. He had served German military aviation since 1913, and during World War 1 he had gained a reputation as a very competent air staff officer, commanding more than 500 aircraft of the Luftstreitkräfte on the Flanders front in 1917. He entered the new Luftwaffe in October 1934 and rose quickly to become a departmental director in the RLM and commander of Luftwaffe leadership schools. He was then assigned as head of Sonderstab W, the special staff formed under the instruction of General der Flieger Erhard Milch to oversee German operations in Spain

Milch briefed an astonished Wilberg and his fellow generals fully on Magic Fire. ‘You all know the Spaniards, under the leadership of Gen Franco, have risen to liberate Spain. The greater part of Spain is in the hands of the enemy. Franco has asked the Führer to put at his disposal a fleet of Ju 52/3ms and crews to take his forces from Tetuán to Seville. General Göring has decided to entrust General Wilberg with this task’.

Milch instructed Wilberg to establish, with ‘full powers’, a new, highly covert ‘Special Staff’ to be known as Sonderstab W after its leader. Milch emphasised that at this stage secrecy and speed were paramount. Apart from his Chief of Staff, Major Ernst Jaenecke, even Wilberg’s staff were not to be informed of the ultimate destination and objective of the matériel to be assembled.

As Wilberg and Jaenecke began to set about their work, Johannes Bernhardt, Adolf Langenheim and Capitán Arranz returned to Tetuán aboard the Ju 52/3m in which they had come. After a ten-hour flight over Switzerland and the coasts of France, Italy and Spain in an aircraft that had had all of its surplus items off-loaded in order to carry the maximum fuel load, the delegates arrived back in Morocco at around 1300 hrs on 28 July. They were greeted by a crowd of eager and anxious Spanish officers. Hardly had Arranz managed to put his feet on the ground than he was being pressed for details of Hitler’s response to the rebel plea. Happily, Arranz was able to inform the officers that help was on its way in the form of military technicians, 20 pieces of artillery, ammunition, 20 Ju 52/3m transports and six Heinkel He 51 fighters.

In Germany, events moved quickly. The day after the meeting between Milch and Wilberg, on 27 July 1936, the pilots of the Luftwaffe’s fighter units, the He 51-equipped I./JG 132 ‘Richthofen’ at Döberitz and the Ar 65- and Ar 68-equipped I./JG 134 ‘Horst Wessel’ at Dortmund, received an appeal for ‘volunteers’ to join a mysterious expeditionary force destined for an unidentified foreign country. In some cases, however, word seems to have ‘got out’, as in the case of Oberleutnant Hannes Trautloft. Trautloft was actually serving with 9. Staffel of I./JG 134’s sister II. Gruppe, which had located to Köln-Butzweilerhof following the occupation of the Rhineland. He recalled;

‘On 28 July 1936, whilst serving as an oberleutnant with 9./JG 134 at Köln, I received a telephone call from my Kommandeur, Hauptmann Horst Dinort. His first question was “Are you engaged to be married?” I stated that I was not. He then swore me to secrecy and began to explain to me about the situation in Spain and the need for well trained pilots in that country. Before he even had the chance to ask me if I would be prepared to go there, I said to him “I volunteer!”

‘Dinort then told me to get ready to travel to Dortmund within the next two hours, where I would receive orders directly from a Geschwaderkommodore. He also ordered me to maintain absolute discretion about the whole thing, for it would not be easy to explain to my comrades what I was doing when they saw me hurriedly packing my bags!’

Trautloft was not alone. At other locations, five more ‘voluntarily selected’ fighter pilots were packing their bags and embarking on their journey to an assembly point at an army barracks at Döberitz, not far from Berlin, on the first leg of their passage to Spain. Meanwhile, mechanics and engineers of the Junkers aircraft firm at Dessau, south of Hamburg, on the River Elbe, received orders to take in ten Ju 52/3ms from Lufthansa and six He 51s for immediate disassembly and packing for shipment by sea. Without asking questions, the workforce did as they were told, packing each deconstructed aircraft into strong, nondescript and unmarked wooden crates, having also removed all the national markings from each machine. Within 24 hours the crates had been delivered to Hamburg.

That same day, a complement of just over 90 volunteers arrived at the Döberitz assembly point – 25 officers and 66 NCOs, soldiers and civilian technicians and specialists. Here, the men were placed under the command of Oberst Alexander von Scheele, a highly experienced airman who had flown in a Schlachtstaffel in World War 1, and who spoke several languages having lived for a number of years in Latin America prior to being recalled to duty. Even ‘Papa’ Scheele believed at this time that Magic Fire was no more than a large-scale training and transport mission.

However, the volunteers were required to hand in their uniforms since, as of that day, they were officially discharged from the armed forces. In exchange, they received civilian clothing, cheap, identical suitcases for their belongings, new forms of identification as engineers, salesmen, artists and photographers, all ‘tourist’ members of the Reisegesellschaft Union (Union Travel Association) and the equivalent of 200 Marks in Spanish currency. A special mailbox was set up in Berlin under the name of one ‘Max Winkler’ to where relatives could write – and they too had been sworn to secrecy.

Accompanying Trautloft as fellow fighter pilots were Oberleutnant Herwig Knüppel and Leutnant Otto-Heinrich Freiherr von Houwald, both also from III./JG 134, and Oberleutnant Kraft Eberhardt, Leutnant Gerhard Klein and Leutnant Ekkehard Hefter. During a farewell inspection along with the rest of the group by Milch and Wilberg, they were told not to enter combat under any circumstances at their eventual destination – the role of the Heinkel pilots would be purely to protect and defend the Junkers transports that would be ferrying troops. This small team next travelled by bus to a railway station in Berlin and then on to Hamburg by train. At the Petersen Dock in Hamburg, the pilots and other personnel of the volunteer group boarded the Woerman Line cargo vessel SS Usaramo, onto which they assisted with the loading of 773 crates of equipment. According to Trautloft, ‘I would quickly learn that our aircraft were stowed in disassembled components’.

Around midnight on 31 July, the Usaramo sailed from Hamburg bound for Cádiz, in southern Spain. The ship arrived in Spanish waters on 6 August, where it anchored, before docking in Cádiz early the following day. The six German fighter pilots disembarked and, along with von Scheele and other volunteers, were put on a specially requisitioned train to Seville – a city that had been captured by the rebel Maj-Gen Queipo de Llano, and where accommodation had been arranged for German officers at the Cristina Hotel on the Jardines de Cristina. Ground personnel were quartered in local pensions, while the Heinkel mechanics, under the supervision of a senior Junkers foreman, Herr Winckler (known as ‘Nurmi’), were sent straight to Tablada airfield. Hannes Trautloft recalled;
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Oberst Alexander von Scheele had flown in a Schlachtstaffel during World War 1 before emigrating to South America. Recalled to Germany in the early 1930s, his ability to speak several languages helped him in his duties in coordinating the transport of German volunteer airmen to Spain 
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Newly arrived in Spain and still wearing civilian clothes, the initial cadre of six German fighter pilots pose for a snapshot against a newly assembled He 51B. They are, from left to right, Leutnant Gerhard Klein, Leutnant Ekkehard Hefter, Oberleutnant Hannes Trautloft, Oberleutnant Kraft Eberhardt, Oberleutnant Herwig Knüppel and Leutnant Wolf-Heinrich von Houwald. Evidently, an essential piece of personal kit was a sun hat, three of which can be seen resting on the wing bracing behind Klein!

‘The next morning we found ourselves at Seville airfield, a frequent target for “Red” airmen. On 9 August we started the job of rebuilding our six He 51s – a real piece of teamwork involving pilots and ground personnel. The Spanish personnel were quite surprised to witness us work with such energy, but we really were getting quite impatient and wanted to get our machines into the air as soon as possible.’

Conditions at Tablada were rudimentary. There was a poorly-equipped workshop that Winckler and his mechanics did their best to turn into something effective and efficient, and there was little shade from the baking Spanish sun for either man or machine. Herwig Knüppel recorded of this initial period;

‘Our single-seaters had to be put together rapidly, as we wanted to strike out as soon as possible to the Front. Breaking open crates, raising aircraft fuselages, attaching wings, fixing bracing struts – that was our first occupation. In doing so, we established friendships with the Spanish pilots (Joaquín Garcia) Morato, Julio (Salvador), (Luis) Rambaud and others, and with the Spanish mechanics. Many beads of sweat flowed.’
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