There’s a valley in Spain called Jarama.
The British International Brigaders and the Battle of Jarama, 1937.

We know the Spanish Civil War was before World War 2 and we know that Hitler and Mussolini used it as a practice for World War 2. We may not realise that the Civil War from 1936 to 1939 ended only months before the start of World War 2. (Nationalist forces entered Madrid on 28 March and the Republican Government in Valenica capitulated on 1 April). That a woman was the first Briton killed in the fighting, Felicia Browne, a Communist and painter who joined the workers’ resistance in Barcelona. Or that 80 years ago 600 British and Irish men fought in the International Brigade at the battle of Jarama that stopped Franco’s encirclement of Madrid and where 157 died. For three months the British Battalion engaged in trench warfare.
Tom Wintringham commemorated three company commanders who died in the first fight to hold the left of the line against Franco’s Moors. 

HARRY FRY of Edinburgh, at one time of His Majesty’s Brigade of Guards;

KIT CONWAY of Dublin, at one time of the Irish Republican Army;

WILLIAM BRISKEY of London, at one time of the Busman’s Rank and File Movement.
“The name of Jarama means, to most of us who came back from Spain, the long and dreary weeks of trench warfare among the stripped olive trees of that valley, where the British Battalion spent three months in the line without relief” Wintringham.

“The sun warmed the valley

But no birds sang

The sky was rent with shrapnel

And metallic clang

Death stalked the olive trees

Picking his men

His leaden finger beckoned

Again and again”    




John Lepper ‘the Battle of Jarama 1937’.

“For Albert Charlesworth, a metal-polisher from Oldham, it seemed at first to be a beautiful sunny day” . “.. I thought it was a glorious day actually. It was a nice day, beautiful day. There was the sun… We weren’t being fired on although firing seemed to be taking place- I thought so anyway. But it wasn’t until eleven o’clock in the morning that I realised that the birds that were singing were bullets whistling past and there was a fierce battle going on.” (Quoted by Baxell).

Dictator General Franco, who died in 1975, connected the dark days of the 1930s directly with the growth of British holidaymakers enjoying package holidays on the Spanish Costas. It was men from working class areas who made up the bulk of the International Brigaders as well as a few socialist intellectuals and dreamers. The writers like Laurie Lee and George Orwell became famous, justifiably so, so did the poet Stephen Spender, as did the Trades Union leader Jack Jones, but many others deserved to become better known. The battle has three poems dedicated to it in the Penguin Book of Spanish Civil War Verse, though the old Communist soldiers wrote a new song that became their anthem. To the tune of ‘Red River Valley’ – Jarama. “There’s a valley in Spain called Jarama,

It’s a place that we all know so well,

For ’twas there that we gave of our manhood,

And most of our brave comrades fell”

A booklet falls open at a photograph of three Merseyside soldiers in their greatcoats and berets with the star symbol on

“Bobby Silcock, captured at Jarama; Mick Johnson, wounded twice at Jarama; Jimmy Allen, lost four fingers at Jarama”.
16 Merseysiders were killed at Jarama. At least ten from Manchester, died there or from the wounds sustained there.
“On the morning of 6 February 1937, some ten thousands Fascists, with aerial and artillery support, charged towards the Jarama. Their aim was to take the Madrid – Valencia Road. If the capital’s lifeline were cut then Republican resistance would collapse within days.”

Day 1.

“In the small hours of the freezing morning of 12th February, the British arrived in lorries at the San Martin Road. At 10 a.m., as blazing heat began to replace the cold, word came of the Fascist advance.

“In the valley the British were to hold the section to the left of the road to San Martin, with the Franco-Belge Battalion on the right, a perilous 800 yards away. A sunken cart-road ran at right angles to the San Martin road”

“No. 1 Company, under Kit Conway, had been ordered to advance .. But it was found that the Fascists had advanced much further than had been supposed and Conway’s men were met with a withering hail of bullets.”

“Fry’s machine-guns were silent, having been provided with the wrong ammunition.”

“For hours the three rifle companies fought furiously against incredible odds. At one point the Moors were only thirty yards away. The British held on despite fearful slaughter. .. One fatality of that fusillade was Kit Conway.”
“Two of those who covered the retreat of No. 3 Company [from a neighbouring hill] were Clem Beckett, the famous dirt-track rider, and Christopher Cauldwell, an essayist of genius. Both died in safeguarding their comrades.”

“The Moors swept confidently towards the vacated British positions. But they faced an unpleasant surprise. Fry’s guns had now been loaded with the correct ammunition and as the Moors charged forward the order to fire was given. Almost an entire battalion of the Moroccan troops fell to the Maxims. Germans followed the Moors and while Fry’s men were reloading they inflicted some casualties. But then the Maxims opened up again and ‘the fire of those Germans was halted for all time’.

Night had fallen. The Fascist attack had been beaten off. But more than half the British Battalion had been lost.”

‘The Valley of Jarama’ by Alan O’Toole and John Nettleton in introductory essay to Back from the Dead Jack Coward, ‘Merseyside and the International Brigades’ Merseyside Writers, c. 1986.
The British and Irish were deployed in the XV International Brigade with the American ‘Lincoln Battalion’, Yugoslav Dimitrovs, the Franco-Belge and Canadian volunteers. “Of the 2,762 Britons who fought with the International Brigades it has been estimated that about 80 per cent were working-class. Certainly many of them were out of work; certainly many bore Jewish names and came from strongly Jewish areas like the East End of London. The lists of the dead (543 of these volunteers were killed, and only 456 survived without wounds of some sort) indicate a cosmopolitan crowd, largely proletarian, predominantly from the big cities like London, Manchester, Glasgow, Leeds and Liverpool.” (Cunningham).* Welsh and Scottish miners, Glasgow and Liverpool dockers, seafarers, St. Helen’s bottle workers, Manchester factory workers fought alongside the poets, writers, graduates and intellectuals; idealistic young men alongside committed Communists. 120 came from Merseyside alone. 27 were killed. Also among the dead during the war were 26 from Manchester, 10 from Hull, 13 from Belfast (four at Jarama), 6 from Cardiff, 4 from Nottingham, 3 from Llanelly, 15 from Dundee, 1 from Doncaster, 1 from Huddersfield. Many of the dead were never found.
Bob Clark of Liverpool arrived in Spain after Jarama, in August 1937. In his memoir “No Boots to my Feet” he recounts learning of the battle from his friend Allan Galloway who he met by chance in Albacete. The chronology is a bit off (it is three days rather than weeks) but he recounts a well known rally from early in the battle. “For weeks they fought off the most desperate of attacks from masses of Moors and the dive-bombing of their positions, together with shell-fire and mortar fire. Although many of our lads gave their lives, the enemy slowly and painfully were nearing the highway.” … “At last the line broke .. The men of the British Battalion began joining this disorderly retreat, when suddenly around the bend of the road came marching, tired and wounded men trying to keep step to the tune of a mouth organ. They were marching towards the enemy. .. the British commander gave the order to deploy .. With the rattle of their obsolete machine-guns the remains of the International Column, with the Spaniards, advanced against the enemy” ..  “the Valencia highway was saved. The cost to the British was tragic. Although the war was to continue for many more months, never in any future battle were they to suffer so grievously. This story of Jarama had a great effect on me and also on the rest of the lads who had gathered round to listen. We realised that we had a tradition to follow.” Bob Clark saw a lot of action before, in one of the final offensives by the Republic, he was shot in the face. Losing an eye he served in the Liverpool Fire Service during World War Two.
Frank Deegan, Liverpool Irish unemployed movement activist, and future TGWU General Secretary Jack Jones had both been active in disrupting an Oswald Moseley rally at Liverpool’s boxing stadium a few months before they left for Spain. Deegan too was inspired by the stories from Jarama and the fact his best friend was already in Spain. Seafarer and Communist Jack Coward also threw a punch at Moseley, as he left the Adelphi Hotel. Later during the civil war he was reported killed, cut off, and fought with guerrillas for a time. Coward had an amazing series of captures, escapes and wounds in Spain before finally outwitting the Gestapo and stowing away on a British ship from Vigo at the end of the war.
In 1986 on the 50th Anniversary of the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War former International Brigaders in Liverpool met at the Trades Union Resource Centre in Hardman Street for a commemoration. I’d got into the Spanish Civil War through reading Homage to Catalonia in my private school in the north Liverpool suburb of Crosby. It entirely fed the interest from learning in history at Merchant Taylors’ (Crosby) about Tsarist Russia, the democratic revolution and Russian Civil War, as well as an interest from family background in Irish history and the Irish Civil War, because both these conflicts continued in to Spain.* I went along to that 50th anniversary commemoration and was not only the youngest person present but the just about the only one not wearing a red star badge on their old overcoat. At that age I knew I disagreed with their politics but it was impossible to doubt the passion and unswerving devotion to remembering their struggle and the lost comrades in arms.
The veterans sang ‘Jarama’, the song ends:

“We swore in that Valley of Sorrow

That Fascism never should reign”.

I think they also sang the original irreverent version which was not the one circulated by the authorities:

“There’s a valley in Spain called Jarama,

That’s a place that we all know so well,

For ’tis there that we wasted our manhood,

And most of our old age as well” (Cunningham, The Penguin Book of Spanish Civil War Verse, attributed to Alec McDade of Glasgow).
It was about the same time, but unconnected, that my mother met at her Spanish Circle a lovely old gent always known to us as ‘Old Eric’. Old Eric was a Austrian Jewish refugee from the Nazis who’d fought in Spain, and was interred on the Isle of Man throughout the War, where he met his wife, a nurse.* He was the image of dapper middle class respectability in the sand dune side town of Formby, my mother was shocked when I pointed out Eric had been a Communist International Brigader.
Another blow to stereotypes (though I have to every time relearn that stereotypes are very often wrong).



* Correction at end.
The war is well covered in books by the main English later 20th and 21st Century historians; and it is celebrated in film – Ken Loach’s direct and passionate (1995) Land and Freedom, the moving 1943 film of Hemingway’s “For Whom the Bell Tolls”. The battle of Jarama itself is the prelude for and a background to C. J. Sanson’s acclaimed thriller Winter in Madrid. The Sussex former solicitor is much better known for his Tudor historical crime series featuring lawyer, detective Matthew Shardlake. In song The Clash ‘Spanish Bombs’, 1979, Billy Bragg of course supports the memory. Even the raucous London Irish punk rock folk band the Pogues managed to get in a Spanish Civil War reference to their song ‘The Sick Bed of Cuchulainn’ on their ’85 album ‘Rum, Sodomy & the Lash’. (It’s a bit rude, look it up).
James Jump as J. R. Jump became noted as the author of the Penguin Spanish dictionary. As Jimmy Jump he was a pretty good poet of the Spanish Civil War and contemporary topics. Having heard of his poems at the Liverpool commemoration, I wrote to Jimmy Jump in his retirement down south – an embarrassing school boy fan letter (talking about a war when I knew nothing about War) and the writer kindly wrote back and sent me free copies of his poems.
The Spanish Republic printed a poster of a sky of fascist bombers and a dead child with the headline “If you tolerate this then your children will be next”. I knew the poster but only knew the line as the Manic Street Preachers’ song of the same title. The song went to no. 1 in August1998. The New European editor Matthew Kelly chose the poster and title for a December 2016 front page and editorial protesting at the bombing of civilians in Aleppo. “If we tolerate this our children will be next”. “with Brexit … we are dismantling Europe’s response to evil.” Now is not the 1930s, Putin is not Hitler and Syria is not Spain. Aleppo is not Guernica. But while in 2014 it was easy to make the distinctions (Sochi was not Munich), as well as parallels, in 2017 we have moved two years closer to a divided Europe of bitter rivalries, like during the Cold War, rather than the peace and cooperation in the years after it. Alexei Sayle’s mother, Molly, of Anfield, was active on the home front. “We’d go out and chalk on walls, ‘Bombs on Madrid mean bombs on Liverpool’. Politically we knew we were right, but I’m not sure we believed it literally.” (Intro to Coward). Yet democratic values in Europe are under threat again from extremists on both sides.
Orwell and Loach both feature the Barcelona front and the notorious infighting between Trotskyite, Anarchist and Stalinist factions in which the Stalinists brutally suppressed their rivals. Along with earlier atrocities, the inter-far left fighting gave Britain and France an excuse to reject the mainstream liberal support for the Republic Government and enforce non-intervention. Meaning the Nazis and Mussolini had free reign in supporting Franco who later suppressed the Monarchist (especially ‘rebel’ Carlist) and Falange fascist wings in his coalition, leading El Caudillo and traditional conservatives – military, landowners, business people, the Church and aristocracy – in charge of post war Spain.

That, and Spain’s return to democracy, under Juan Carlos, a constitutional monarchy and joining the EU are a different story. For 2017 it is enough to remember the young men – idealists, dreamers, anti-fascists – who died in a dusty river valley south of Madrid “so that fascism never may reign.”

“It is a strange world that we live in to-day – a world racked by depression and tortured by wars and rumours of wars; yet a world heavy with the promise of an unfulfilled peace and plenty for all. Abroad, dictatorships spring up accompanied by suspicions, threats and jealousies. At home, there is uneasiness and dissatisfaction with the poverty and sickness, pain, unhappiness and unemployment that afflict so many. Democracy – it may be civilisation itself – is threatened.”
Everybody’s Book of Politics, Odhams Press, London. Circa November1935.
Sources include: Back from the Dead Jack Coward, introductory essay ‘Merseyside and the International Brigades’ by Alan O’Toole and John Nettleton; International Brigade Memorial Trust http://www.international-brigades.org.uk/ IBMT Newsletter Issue 38 / 1-2015; ‘The battle of the Jarama River: The battle of the Jarama River, 12-14 February 1937’ http://www.international-brigades.org.uk/content/battle-jarama-river ; roll of honour ‘List of those who died in Spain’ http://www.international-brigades.org.uk/content/roll-honour ; Richard Baxell ‘The British Battalion at the battle of Jarama’ http://www.richardbaxell.info/jarama/ ;Ireland and the Spanish Civil War http://irelandscw.com/index.html ‘Brothers in Arms’ Irish Post, August 30 1986, Tony Birtill via http://irelandscw.com/ibvol-DeeganFrank.htm ; ‘International Brigaders and other poems by Jimmy Jump’ Wikipedia; Google Play Music; Encyclopaedia Britannica 2006 Ultimate Reference Suite DVD; ‘Spain from 1931 to the Present’ Sebastian Balfour in Spain: A History edited by Raymond Carr (OUP, 2000), as well as those mentioned in the text.

Thank you to Richard Baxell for use of quotes. Thank you to Jason Copping for the publication of an edited extract in The New European, and to Nicholas Willmott, bookseller of Cardiff, for the copy of Everybody’s Book of Politics.

* Former IRA man Frank Ryan was a leader of the rally at Jarama described earlier. The Irish fascist movement raised a brigade (backed by the Church – ‘fighting Godless communists’) that was never even deployed by Franco, while old left Socialist stalwarts of the IRA, still rebels in Ireland, fought for the Spanish Republic. Later two of the leaders were plucked from their Spanish concentration camp by the Gestapo to talk to the Nazis about fermenting trouble for Britain in Ireland.

The IMBT site gives 526 killed of 2,500 men and women from Britain and Ireland who volunteered. I’ve read several different figures for the numbers of British and Irish volunteers in Spain and the number who were killed.
* ‘Old Eric’. A correction.

I had misremembered Eric’s story for many years. I’ve always sympathised with Hillary Clinton ‘misremebering’ a small but significant incident in her intense career as misremembering is an entirely normal human thing to do. Maybe unconscious embellishment, or exaggeration or just forgetting and getting something wrong. My Mum pointed out I had Eric Clement’s story completely wrong. His father was a wealthy dentist in Austria. Eric met his wife after the war when he was selling editions of the Encyclopaedia Britannica in Formby.
Eric Clements. Postscript.

There is an interesting biographical entry in this Austrian website:

https://www.doew.at/erinnern/biographien/spanienarchiv-online/spanienfreiwillige-k/klemenschitz-erich 
Dokumentationsarchiv des österreichischen Widerstandes
Documentation archive of Austrian resistance
Translated from the German by Google Translate:

b 24. 6. 1911 in Graz

Trading employee. Single.

Graz. RSÖ. In February 1937 from Austria to Spain. Reporting driver in XI. IB. 1939 Saint-Cyprien, Gurs. In June 1940 escape to England. Interned and transferred to Canada, 1942 return to England. Voluntary report to the British Army and name change to Eric Clement. Living in Formby near Liverpool.

Died on 19. 2. 1996 in Liverpool.

geb. 24. 6. 1911 in Graz
Handelsangestellter. Ledig.
Graz. RSÖ. Im Februar 1937 aus Österreich nach Spanien. Meldefahrer in XI. IB. 1939 Saint-Cyprien, Gurs. Im Juni 1940 Flucht nach England. Interniert und nach Kanada überstellt, 1942 Rückkehr nach England. Freiwillige Meldung zur britischen Armee und Namensänderung auf Eric Clement. In Formby bei Liverpool wohnhaft.
Gestorben am 19. 2. 1996 in Liverpool.

Eric’s brother, Ernst, died in Spain. He joined guerrillas behind enemy lines after the International Brigade.

http://www.doew.at/erinnern/biographien/spanienarchiv-online/spanienfreiwillige-k/klemenschitz-ernst 
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