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Introduction

Between February and May 1955, a group secretly funded by the American Central Intelligence Agency launched a secret weapon into Communist territory. Gathering at launch sites in West Germany, operatives inflated ten-foot balloons, armed them with their payload, waited for favourable winds, and launched them into Poland.1 They then watched as the balloons were carried deep behind the Iron Curtain, where they would eventually disgorge their contents. These, though, were not explosive or incendiary weapons: they were books. At the height of the Cold War, the CIA made copies of George Orwell’s Animal Farm rain down from the Communist sky.

The scheme was part of a larger effort to penetrate the wall of censorship the Soviet Union had erected around its Warsaw Pact allies. Western radio broadcasts were jammed, letters were censored, and only state-run newspapers were published. The CIA disguised its role in the campaign to get banned materials into these countries by secretly channelling funds through front organisations that produced the tens of millions of books, leaflets, pamphlets and posters, and the hundreds of thousands of balloons needed to fly them into enemy territory. In response, the authorities in Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland warned their citizens that possession of this material was illegal and even sought to shoot down the balloons with fighter planes and antiaircraft guns.

Dropping Animal Farm into Poland proved challenging. It was one thing to send over hundreds of leaflets in a balloon, but another to send over large numbers of books. The Free Europe Press (one of the CIA’s front organisations) produced a special compact forty-eight-page edition of the novel printed on lightweight paper stock so that as many as thirty copies could be loaded onto a balloon at a time.2 From the vantage of the twenty-first century, when ISIS fighters in the Syrian desert are targeted by a Reaper drone operated from a trailer thousands of miles away in the Nevada desert, the idea of dropping books on the enemy by balloon may seem quaint, even absurd. Yet in the Cold War both superpowers poured vast resources into overt and covert means to undermine the enemy with the printed word on a massive scale.

How effective literature was in winning over hearts and minds is hard to measure, but what is indisputable is how seriously it was taken by both superpowers. Secretive agencies established propaganda networks to amplify the voices of those writers whose work found ideological favour, and both Western and Communist secret services sought ways to censor, intimidate or silence those writers whose work was critical of their countries. This book tells the story of the writers on both sides of the Iron Curtain who found themselves locked in this exhilarating, dangerous conflict, and how the literature they made took shape under this shadow.

The Cold War may have been a conflict of ideas, but imposing those ideas on the enemy through military means was not an option. As Kenneth Osgood writes in Total Cold War, the existence of nuclear weapons meant that ‘the Cold War, more than any other conflict in human history, was channelled into nonmilitary modes of combat, particularly ideological and symbolic ones.’3 Each side therefore used various forms of propaganda and disinformation as a means to undermine the way its enemy organised its own society. Some of this propaganda was crude and, as such, ineffective. But literature was another matter, for it had a more sophisticated power to persuade. In reading Animal Farm, with its allegory of a revolution gone awry, exploited by corrupt and self-serving leaders interested only in consolidating their own power, Polish citizens might begin to question the received truths of their rulers. That was why it was worth sending batches of the novel through the air into enemy territory.

By the time the Cold War began in the late 1940s, the Soviet Union’s leaders were already old hands at cultural warfare. In the aftermath of the revolution they sought to use literature as a means of legitimising their power and as a tool by which to remake society. Part of this project involved educating the populace, and in the twenty years after the revolution, literacy rates in the country rose from below 30 per cent to above 75 per cent. What these new readers should be reading was another matter. While the Bolsheviks argued among themselves about how much autonomy writers should be allowed, they all agreed that literature was political, and that the literature produced in the Soviet Union should light the path to socialism. The number of books published per year tripled by the late 1920s as editions of the writings of Friedrich Engels, Karl Marx, Vladimir Lenin and Joseph Stalin were published in huge numbers. (There were also large runs of editions of Russian classics including works by Anton Chekhov, Nikolai Gogol, Alexander Pushkin and Ivan Turgenev.)4 To ensure that the new books being published followed the Party line, all publishing houses came under the control of the state publisher Gosizdat, to which they had to submit their manuscripts for censorship. Works that espoused ‘bourgeois’ or ‘reactionary’ values were banned and their authors punished, sometimes jailed. Literary production was further consolidated in 1932 when, under Joseph Stalin, all the different writers’ groups were disbanded and a new organisation, the Union of Soviet Writers, was formed. Its members were mandated to write books that adhered to the tenets of ‘socialist realism’. The consequences of deviance became much more serious, with a nonconforming writer facing the gulag or the executioner’s bullet. As the poet Osip Mandelstam pointed out, this suppression of literature actually granted it a perverse power. ‘If they’re killing people for poetry that means they honour and esteem it, they fear it,’ he said, ‘that means poetry is power.’ Mandelstam, who dared to write a poem mocking Stalin, died in the camps.

At the same time as the Kremlin imposed ideological rigour on literature at home, it staged an ambitious and sophisticated propaganda campaign abroad. One of the goals was to win the sympathy of the literary elite of the West and, by implication, the sympathy of their readership. It was not necessary to convert these intellectuals into ardent Communists, but to convince them that the Soviet Union was a force for good in the world against the evils of exploitative capitalism and imperialism. This was partly about self-preservation: the Kremlin knew its enemies in the West wanted the Communist project to fail and would seize any opportunity to chip away at its legitimacy. Western intellectuals seemed like ideal targets for persuasion. With the Great Depression appearing to augur the failure of capitalism, Communism was, in historian David Priestland’s words, ‘a rational system’ that drew upon ‘the laws of historical development’ to lead to a kind of secular utopia.5 Furthermore, Marxism-Leninism cast the intellectuals as potential heroes in this story, the vanguard who would lead the proletariat into revolution. With fascism rising in Germany, Italy and Japan, intellectuals felt an urgent need to find a path to a better society, to slough off the inequalities that racism, misogyny and imperialism made manifest in Western societies. The socialist model offered by the Soviet Union was understandably appealing, especially as the truth about its authoritarianism was carefully masked by the Kremlin’s disinformation.

The organisation responsible for cultural propaganda was the Communist International (Comintern), which had been founded in 1919.6 Its propaganda impresario was Willi Münzenberg, a charismatic German revolutionary who had been part of Vladimir Lenin’s coterie during his period of exile in Zurich, a man with a genius for establishing front organisations that the Comintern could use to get its message out without revealing its hand. Münzenberg set up ‘charities, publishers, newspapers, magazines, theatres, film studios and cinema houses’ all over the globe, and sought to involve famous writers – including Henri Barbusse, Bertolt Brecht, John Dos Passos, Ernest Hemingway and Romain Rolland – in petitions, protests, conferences and other ventures.7 The Comintern also housed the Department of International Communication, which, despite its bland name, was highly secretive and collaborated with the Soviet intelligence service on clandestine operations.8 By the mid-1930s, these methods were used to help drum up support for the Republican cause in the Spanish Civil War (the Comintern processed volunteers who fought in the International Brigades) and to try to persuade the rest of the world that the defendants in the Moscow Show Trials were indeed guilty of the outlandish crimes of which they were accused.

The United States realised the value of cultural warfare much later, only during the Second World War. The Office of War Information (OWI), established in 1942, made literature a central plank of its propaganda operations, as it worked with the US Army, the Psychological Warfare Branch, and the newly founded Office of Strategic Services intelligence agency (forerunner of the CIA) to develop new programmes. One OWI poster carried the slogan, ‘Books Are Weapons in the War of Ideas,’ and depicted a Nazi book-burning in the foreground. In the background loomed a giant book the size of a building, on the cover of which was written a quotation from President Franklin D. Roosevelt: ‘Books cannot be killed by fire. People die, but books never die. No man and no force can put thought in a concentration camp forever. No man and no force can take from the world the books that embody man’s eternal fight against tyranny. In this war, we know, books are weapons.’9 The OWI distributed more than 120 million books to American soldiers during the war as a means of bolstering morale.10 The Armed Services Editions helped popularise many books that are now considered classics, including Betty Smith’s A Tree Grows in Brooklyn and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby.11 As the Allies approached victory, plans were made for using books as propaganda to re-educate the defeated enemy, including prisoners of war.12 From 1944 the OWI began producing books translated into French, German and Italian (the Overseas Editions), which were distributed in liberated towns and cities. Some of the 3.6 million books circulated in this way were nakedly pro-American tracts but included among them was material that the OWI hoped reflected well on American literary achievement, such as Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls (described as ‘a representative novel by an American writer’).13 A parallel programme run by the OWI’s London office produced the Transatlantic Editions, which were even more literary in content, distributing French and Dutch anthologies that included the work of Willa Cather, T. S. Eliot, Hemingway, John Steinbeck, and Edmund Wilson.14 Even though vast numbers of books were distributed, the strategy was not only to reach a wide audience but also to exert influence over the independent thinkers who would shape politics and society. ‘Books do not have their impact upon the mass mind but upon the minds of those who would mold the mass mind – upon leaders of thought and formulators of public opinion,’ read one OWI memo. ‘The impact of a book may last six months or several decades. Books are the most enduring propaganda of all.’15

With the war won, and tension escalating with the Soviet Union, the United States prepared itself for a different kind of conflict. While it had the technological advantage of nuclear weapons (which the Russians did not develop until 1949), in terms of espionage, propaganda, psychological warfare and cultural warfare it lagged far behind its rival. The Harry S. Truman administration was warned by its Psychological Strategy Board that The Short History of the Communist Party was the best-selling book in the world, ‘with the possible exception of the Bible’, and that the Kremlin was orchestrating a ‘massive, comprehensive, worldwide campaign of ideological indoctrination’.16 Washington felt the pressing need to catch up as relations with Moscow deteriorated.

While the rival superpowers embarked on an arms race and competed over technologies of space flight, the first decades of the Cold War were also marked by an escalating ‘book race’. In Moscow, a vast administration (more than three hundred thousand people by the 1970s) was employed by the centralised publishing industry.17 The International Book Publishing Corporation produced huge numbers of books in ‘free-world languages’ (40 million books by 1950, and 40 million per year by 1961).18 As literary scholar Greg Barnhisel points out, one of the reasons for producing books in such numbers was to undermine the idea of the market itself – these books were cheaply mass-produced and sold at a loss. And while most of these books were Communist political tracts, they also produced editions of novels, including one of Stalin’s favourites: Mikhail Sholokhov’s And Quiet Flows the Don. In fact, during the Cold War, the production of literature in the Soviet Union escalated dramatically: between 1928 and 1940, novels, poetry and plays accounted for 10–12 per cent of the total printed output; between 1956 and 1970 it rose to 30–33 per cent.19

The United States instituted its own book programmes, including one by which the government helped with currency exchange to incentivise the publication of American books in many foreign markets, including Germany, Poland and Yugoslavia, and later Pakistan, Burma, the Philippines, Taiwan and Indonesia. While the publishers chose which books were to be published, the State Department made sure these contained nothing harmful to US interests.20 More directly anti-Communist was the State Department-funded Books in Translation Program, which purchased foreign rights of suitable books, such as Czeslaw Milosz’s The Captive Mind, Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, and Orwell’s Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four, paid for their translation, and then helped find local publishers and distributors. Working in Europe, Asia, the Middle East and Latin America, the programme placed 50 million books into circulation, editions of which gave no indication that they had been subsidised by an American agency. The State Department also established a network of reading rooms around the world. The Information Center Service, as this programme was known, had been established in the Second World War and by 1946 boasted 67 libraries and a total of three million visitors. By 1962 it was up to 181 centres in 80 countries (plus 85 other reading rooms).21 While these centres offered a large selection of books, some even critical of the United States, they sought to avoid stocking anything deemed pro-Communist or dealing with one of the favourite topics the Soviets used to point to America’s moral failings – its continuing racist treatment of its African American population.22

Literary prizes were another way of contesting prestige. No award produced more desire – or anxiety – than the Nobel Prize for Literature. The Soviet Union felt slighted when Maxim Gorky, the doyen of Soviet writers, lost out in 1933 to Ivan Bunin, a Russian émigré who had fled the revolution to live in Paris. When first William Faulkner (1949) and then Ernest Hemingway (1954) won the award, America’s literary superiority appeared to have been recognised in front of the rest of the world. The wound reopened when Boris Pasternak, a critic of the regime, was awarded the prize in 1958 at the expense of his rival Mikhail Sholokhov, a Kremlin favourite. The 1970 award to Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn prompted a major diplomatic incident.23

While the ‘book race’ was unfolding, the Americans also sought to catch up in other areas. With much of Europe seeking to rebuild itself after the devastation of war, the Cold War was initially contested over states (including Italy, Germany and France) in which a strong Communist Party threatened to expand Soviet influence. Winning over intellectuals in those countries – something in which the Soviets had excelled – was seen as essential to shaping public opinion. The Psychological Strategy Board, made up of representatives of the State Department, the Department of Defense, and the CIA, argued that the best way to do this was through the promotion of literature, as a 1953 report made clear: ‘In most parts of the world, the radio and television are still novelties; magazines have low circulation; and newspapers circulate mostly among political groups whose opinions are already formed . . . Books – permanent literature – are by far the most powerful means of influencing the attitudes of intellectuals.’24

The campaign to influence intellectuals and writers was both overt and covert. There were the publicly acknowledged programmes run by the State Department, but then there was also the hidden hand of the CIA, which secretly invested in conventions, prizes, publishing houses and literary magazines through a series of supposedly charitable foundations it used as front organisations – an approach indebted to the strategies of the Comintern. What was perhaps surprising is the way the US government and its various agencies ended up as champions of the experimental literature of the early twentieth century’s avant-garde – those writers who gathered under the name of ‘modernism’ – despite its seeming complexity or elitism. At the twenty-fifth-anniversary celebrations of the Museum of Modern Art in New York City, President Dwight D. Eisenhower said that ‘freedom of the arts is a basic freedom, one of the pillars of liberty in our land.’ In case the audience missed the point, Eisenhower went on: ‘My friends, how different it is in tyranny. When artists are made the slaves and tools of the state; when artists become chief propagandists of a cause, progress is arrested and creation and genius are destroyed.’25 The dynamics of the Cold War made the government the champion of difficult elitist art – that of James Joyce, Jackson Pollock and William Faulkner – in large part because it was banned in Moscow. This meant that the kinds of magazines and publishers these front organisations supported often supported the most challenging and innovative literature. To a writer who valued the artistic goals of modernism, it must have felt like validation instead of collaboration. It is perhaps unsurprising, therefore, that by the 1960s so many prominent American and British writers had at one point taken a paycheque for a piece of writing that was indirectly paid for by the CIA.26

Cold Warriors is the story of the writers who dealt with the consequences of having literature become a Cold War battleground. In the United States, depending on your politics, you could find your voice silenced, or it could be amplified in publications all around the world. In the Soviet Union, if your work was considered ideologically orthodox, you could find yourself a national hero, published by the millions, with a dacha in the countryside and a cushy lifestyle. However, if you deviated, or dissented, you could find your books disappearing from libraries, your name excised from encyclopedias, and end up yourself in the labour camps or executed by the secret police in the basement of the Lubyanka prison. Around the world, authors were directly involved in how the global conflict played out. They led double lives as spies, volunteered in foreign wars, engaged in guerrilla insurgencies, churned out propaganda, exposed official hypocrisy and risked their lives to write books that defied the Cold War consensus. And just as writers were involved in the most intense moments of the Cold War, they also played a crucial role in bringing it to an end, with some even emerging from the wreckage of Communism as leaders of a new, changed world.

To grapple with this history, this book takes the form of a group biography, tracing the interconnected lives and works of writers on both sides of the Iron Curtain from the origins of the Cold War to its final unravelling. My aim is to tell the story of the literary Cold War from both sides of the Iron Curtain, as, just like the larger Cold War itself, the fight over literature was one locked in interdependence. If Soviet ‘socialist realism’ was established in opposition to Western ‘modernism’, then one of the reasons that the US government and the CIA became such staunch champions of modernism was the very fact that it was excoriated and banned in the Soviet Union. Literary betrayal, therefore, was not just a matter of content; it was also a matter of style. Where a writer was published also mattered, of course: during the Red Scare in the 1940s and 1950s, any American writer who was praised in Pravda became a target for the FBI, the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), and Senator Joseph McCarthy’s investigators; and, by the same token, any American writer who criticised US policies was sure to find a large readership in the Soviet Union. Even after Soviet cultural policies became less draconian in the decades after Stalin’s death in 1953, there were still very serious consequences for an author who dared publish in the West without official sanction. This book suggests that to understand how literature took shape and developed in the twentieth century, we have to pay attention to how writers in both blocs responded to and negotiated these enmeshed dynamics.

One of the biggest challenges of this book was deciding which writers to focus on. Some selections seemed obvious for the indisputable influence they exercised over the Cold War: George Orwell, Arthur Koestler, Boris Pasternak and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, for example. Another criterion for selection was writers who had lived through various stages of the Cold War and therefore could provide a throughline to the book: Graham Greene, Mary McCarthy and Stephen Spender fit this profile. Others have less space dedicated to them but have compelling, essential stories to tell: Ernest Hemingway and the end of the Second World War; Anna Akhmatova under late Stalinism; Howard Fast during the Red Scare; Richard Wright at the Bandung Conference; John le Carré at the Berlin Wall; Václav Havel leading the Velvet Revolution. Some of the writers and books featured here will be readily familiar, but I hope seeing them in the context of the Cold War will prompt readers to return to their work with fresh eyes. Others, like Isaac Babel, Gioconda Belli and Andrei Sinyavsky, are perhaps less well known but are at the centre of crucial stories in the unfolding of the literary Cold War. Finally, there is Kim Philby, the infamous KGB double agent, who is not a literary figure at all (although his memoir is elegantly written). I have included his story in this book to help clarify the way espionage and literature became so fascinatingly intertwined during the Cold War – Philby did not write fiction; he lived it.

While this book ranges across several continents from the 1930s to the 1990s, it does not pretend to give a comprehensive account of the Cold War. The focus here is predominantly on American, British and Russian writers, although never forgetting that the Cold War was a conflict of truly global scope. Still, so far-reaching and so pervasive was the conflict that many stories are inevitably untold. There is, for example, another version of this book that could focus on writers of the Global South and how they became enmeshed in the way the Cold War fostered and suppressed independence movements as the European empires collapsed. I hope that this book might inspire readers to explore some of these stories.

The decision to tell the literary history of the Cold War through writers (and the books they wrote) is also a way of making an argument. This book is profoundly indebted to the work of those who explore the cultural Cold War through its institutions on both sides of the Iron Curtain; this book is built on the foundations of their painstaking archival work (much of it having to find imaginative ways around the fact that the intelligence agencies on both sides refuse to declassify their files).27 However, the risks of this approach are that writers can too easily be characterised as passive purveyors of propaganda, ciphers for ideology or puppets of secretive intelligence organisations. The truth is often a lot less straightforward than that, with writers leading lives of messy contradiction, in which they asserted their own autonomy in surprising ways. In this regard the title of this book carries a note of irony. Stephen Spender, reflecting on his role in the conflict later in life, said he always resented being called a ‘Cold Warrior’, though, he reluctantly admitted, ‘I suppose it is what I was.’28 Others might have embraced the label – certainly the Koestler of the 1950s would have – but, for the most part, writers did not consider themselves to be soldiers in an ideological conflict. Even Alexander Fadeyev, the Soviet novelist and bureaucrat who cracked his ideological whip with devastating consequences for many fellow writers, still had moments when his ideological commitments gave way to a messier – and redemptive – humanity.

The issue of complicity is at the centre of this book. Every writer in these pages had to grapple with it in one form or another – such was the price to be paid for writing at a time when literature had become so pervasively politicised, when, to paraphrase historian Giles Scott-Smith, to be apolitical was itself a form of politics.29 Even the most courageous and stubborn of writers, such as Solzhenitsyn, were forced into making accommodations with the power of the state. At the same time, the cultural policies on both sides of the Iron Curtain lent great power to literature – this was a force strong enough to merit dropping books like bombs from the sky. On both sides of the Iron Curtain, writers exploited that power in ways that the White House, the Kremlin, the CIA and the KGB never expected. There is no question that the Cold War shaped literature, but in the pages that follow, I also want to tell the story of how literature shaped the Cold War.


PART I

Spain


CHAPTER 1

Orwell

Huesca & Barcelona, 1937

The bullet that entered George Orwell’s neck was a fraction of an inch from changing the way we think about the Cold War. He had been back at the front lines of fighting in Huesca only ten days when a fascist sniper hit him, the bullet ripping through his throat. Orwell was an acting officer, in charge of some thirty soldiers, both Spanish and English, and at daybreak he had got up early to speak with his sentries. This was Orwell’s second stint at the front, and his experiences of Spanish marksmanship had made him somewhat cavalier. As he spoke to Harry Milton, the sentry on duty, he had the dawn at his back. This made his silhouette an inviting target to the enemy, who were encamped in trenches 150 yards away across a deserted orchard, and who had the advantage of higher ground. ‘Gosh! Are you hit?’ said Milton as Orwell collapsed in front of him while in mid-sentence.1 Orwell later recalled the bullet’s impact as feeling as if he were at the centre of an explosion: ‘There seemed to be a loud bang and a blinding flash of light all around me, and I felt a tremendous shock – no pain, only a violent shock, such as you get from an electric terminal; with it a sense of utter weakness, a feeling of being stricken and shrivelled up to nothing.’2

Lying in the trench, Orwell could not feel his right arm and, as his comrades lifted him onto a stretcher, an alarming quantity of blood poured out of his mouth. Milton was convinced Orwell was ‘a goner’.3 The bullet had passed clean through his neck. One of the stretcher-bearers, Harry Webb, poured alcohol into the wound. Orwell said he felt a ‘pleasant coolness’.4 As he was bundled along on the stretcher, he felt leaves brushing against his face. ‘What a good thing it was to be alive in a world where silver poplars grow,’ he remembered thinking.5 If he breathed too hard, blood bubbled out of his mouth. He presumed the artery had been hit and that he was dying. He thought of his wife, Eileen, and became angry at the idea of dying in a ‘stale corner of the trenches’ through some ‘stupid mischance’.6 It was not the way his Spanish adventure was supposed to end.

In fact, it was far from over; a sinister new chapter was about to begin. Had the bullet opened his carotid artery he would have bled out on that stretcher and he would have been remembered as an unfulfilled writer who became a martyr in the war with fascism, like the poet John Cornford, who was killed by a sniper on the Cordoba front in December 1936. Since he was hit but not killed, Orwell entered a new trajectory, into a confrontation with a force he would come to despise as deeply as fascism: Stalinism. The coming weeks and months offered up an unexpected education in the virulent spread of totalitarianism. It infected those Orwell thought he was fighting alongside, and before long, it came after him.

Orwell first arrived in the bustling, cosmopolitan city of Barcelona on Boxing Day 1936, with the uncomplicated goal of fighting fascists.7 To his own later embarrassment, he confessed to having little understanding of the complexities of the war and the various factions that were fighting it. To progressive intellectuals of his generation, this was a rallying point against rising fascism, which had already defeated left-wing movements in Italy (1922), Germany (1933) and Austria (1934). On 17 July 1936, high-ranking officers in the Spanish army staged a coup to seize power from the Popular Front government, which had won a narrow majority in elections the previous February.8 The coup appeared stillborn: the plotters needed to transport the battle-hardened troops of the Army of Africa, called such because it was made up of colonial soldiers garrisoned in Morocco, across the Straits of Gibraltar, but the Republic retained control of the navy. Fearing the coup would fail, they looked to fascist allies abroad. The Italian leader Benito Mussolini, a long-standing backer of the Spanish far right, including the Carlists and the Falange, initially wavered in his support but eventually decided to throw his weight behind the insurgency, sending money, planes, pilots, officers and finally ground troops to Spain.9 Two of the first batch of Italian planes crashed over French Algeria, alerting the world to Mussolini’s direct support of the insurgents. The Nationalists, as they styled themselves, also sent a delegation to Germany to seek support from the Nazis. Adolf Hitler received them at Bayreuth, fresh from a performance of Richard Wagner’s Siegfried. Fired up by the opera and ranting about Bolshevism, Hitler agreed to intervene, launching Operation Magic Fire. German fighter planes (including the elite Condor Legion) were soon patrolling the Spanish skies, shortly to be followed by arms and ammunition. Crucially, German transport planes were provided to airlift the Army of Africa to Seville, with General Francisco Franco at its head.10

Franco had not been the leader of the Nationalist forces at the coup’s inception. That role was supposed to be played by José Sanjurjo, a general who had failed in a previous coup attempt in 1932 and was living in exile in neighbouring Portugal, which had itself succumbed to a military coup in 1926 and was ruled by the dictator António Salazar. Two days after the Nationalists rose up, a plane arrived in Portugal to fly Sanjurjo to Spain. The problem was that this plane was a de Havilland Puss Moth two-seater, not designed for heavy cargo. Sanjurjo was a big man and ill-advisedly hauled a large suitcase on board. On take-off from a racetrack near Cascais, the plane clipped the top of the tree-line, crashed, and burst into flames. With the other credible candidates locked in Republican prisons, Franco emerged as leader by process of elimination. Within a week, foreign embassies were referring to the Nationalist forces as Francoist, and he soon thereafter assumed the title of Caudillo, the equivalent of Duce or Führer. The coalition of conservative forces that welcomed the coup – including the military, the monarchists, the church and the wealthy landowners – were motivated by opposition to socialist reform and stirred up by fear of ‘Judeo-Masonic-Bolshevism’. Under Franco the reactionary right crystallised into fascism, determined to win back Spain through a campaign of terror.

Thanks to the intervention of Germany and Italy, the coup had gathered momentum and the situation looked bleak for the Republicans by the end of the summer of 1936. Having arrived in the southern town of Algeciras, in August and September Franco’s forces made their way north, marching towards Madrid, leaving a trail of atrocity in their wake. Fearing Madrid would not be able to resist, the Republican government, a coalition of left-wing parties led by socialist Prime Minister Francisco Largo Caballero, fled the capital for Valencia.

In their hour of need, the Republicans finally received help from abroad. On 15 October the Republican forces took delivery of the first batch of arms from the Soviet Union; shortly after, the first of the International Brigades began arriving to reinforce the Republicans.11 The brigades were made up of left-wing volunteers from around the world, including German and Italian exiles, and American, Belgian, British, Canadian, Cuban, French and Polish anti-fascists, recruited by the Communist International (Comintern) and transported across the French-Spanish border. The Comintern was an organisation ostensibly dedicated to the cause of spreading Communism around the world but was often in practice prepared to go to any lengths, including propaganda, espionage and assassinations, to enforce the Party line as laid down in Moscow. The import of Soviet weapons and Communist-organised volunteers greatly increased the political leverage of the Spanish Communist Party, who sought to incrementally increase their power over the Republican coalition government. But at the same time, Moscow ordered them not to go too far. Stalin was playing realpolitik: he wanted to preserve the Popular Front, so as not to make Britain and France fear that Spain was about to turn Communist, and he wanted to keep Hitler tied up in an expensive and debilitating war. For the most part the volunteers were not professional soldiers, but they had been given some military training at the headquarters in Albacete before moving on to Madrid just in time to help repel Franco’s November assault. The foreign volunteers played a key role in holding the city and, to sympathisers like Orwell, reading about it in the newspapers in London, this heroic resistance offered the ‘thrill of hope’.12

At thirty-three, Orwell wanted to fight the good fight while he still could. He was a writer with a growing reputation in Britain. Down and Out in Paris and London, published in 1933, a memoir of his experiences living as a dishwasher in a hotel in Paris and as a tramp on the streets of London, had made ‘George Orwell’ into a literary hero of the British Left (Orwell was his pen name, his real name being Eric Blair).13 The three novels he had written since – Burmese Days (1934), A Clergyman’s Daughter (1935) and Keep the Aspidistra Flying (1936) – had not enjoyed as much success, failing to sell out their three-thousand-copy print runs, but he had high hopes for his latest book, a return to non-fiction.14 He left for Spain with the manuscript of The Road to Wigan Pier, his account of time spent among working people in the north of England, entrusted to his publisher. For now, though, Orwell’s priority was not writing but fighting.

Getting to Spain was not straightforward. Orwell initially sought the help of Harry Pollitt, the general secretary of the British Communist Party. When Pollitt asked whether he was going to join the International Brigades, Orwell said he wanted to see what was going on himself before committing to anything. This convinced an already suspicious Pollitt of Orwell’s political unreliability, and he instead advised Orwell to get a passage of safe conduct from the Spanish Embassy in Paris. Just before leaving for Paris, Orwell got in touch with the Independent Labour Party (ILP), where he had some friends, and they sent him a letter of introduction to John McNair, their representative in Barcelona.15 A group of ILP volunteers were preparing to travel to Spain and set up their own fighting unit but Orwell, impatient to get going, set out ahead of them. In Paris, Orwell visited Henry Miller, whose novels were still banned in the United States. Miller told Orwell any ideals he had of fighting for democracy and freedom were ‘baloney’, but he was undeterred by this pessimism.16 Arriving at the border in a train packed with Czech, French and German volunteers, Orwell found that the Anarchist guards seemed impressed by his ILP letter (they did not care about the embassy documents), so he decided, for pragmatic reasons, he would make McNair his first port of call. It was a fateful decision.

‘I had come to Spain with some notion of writing newspaper articles,’ he recalled, ‘but I had joined the militia almost immediately, because at that time and in that atmosphere it seemed the only conceivable thing to do.’17 Orwell was exhilarated. Barcelona was in the grip of revolution: many churches had been destroyed, the buildings were draped in Communist and Anarchist flags, and the walls were covered with slogans and posters. The use of formal pronouns had disappeared, as had formal dress, and when Orwell tried to tip the lift operator in his hotel, the manager told him that tipping was illegal, as everyone received a fair wage. ‘It was the first time I had ever been in a town where the working class was in the saddle,’ he wrote.18 While the coalition Republican government was technically in charge, the city was effectively run by the CNT, an anarcho-syndicalist labour union with militia forces exceeding their rivals, and Barcelona seemed alive with possibility.

Orwell’s excitement revealed significant naivété about the political reality on the ground. The Popular Front government included a whole spectrum of left-wing parties, from the moderate Republicans to the Socialists, the Communists and the Anarchists, all of which contained factions and were allied to different trade unions. Taking his bearings in Barcelona, Orwell was ‘exasperated’ by the ‘kaleidoscope of political parties and trade unions’ and felt like all of Spain was suffering ‘from a plague of initials’. ‘I was not only uninterested in the political situation but unaware of it,’ he wrote. ‘I knew there was a war on but I had no notion of what kind of war. If you had asked me why I had joined the militia I should have answered: “To fight against Fascism,” and if you had asked me what I was fighting for, I should have answered: “Common decency”.’19 Jennie Lee, a former ILP Member of Parliament who was agitating for the Republican cause, recalled Orwell approaching her in a hotel lounge with a pair of size twelve boots slung over his shoulder, offering ‘to drive a car or do anything else’ but ‘preferably to fight in the front line’.20

McNair, a veteran socialist from Tyneside, did not know what to make of this gangling man with ‘a distinctly bourgeois accent’, but when it dawned on him that this Eric Blair was in fact George Orwell, whose work he had read and admired, he made sure to sign him up immediately.21 The ILP were connected to a group of independent Marxists using the acronym POUM (Partido Obrero de Unificación Marxista); both groups had refused to join the Comintern because they did not want to be subject to the Party line from Moscow.22 When Orwell insisted that he wanted to fight, McNair took him to the POUM’s Lenin barracks. Securing Orwell was a coup for the ILP and the POUM, and much was made of his fighting for them in their political literature.23 What Orwell did not realise was that by joining the POUM, he had made an enemy of more than the fascists.

Three months before Orwell arrived in Barcelona, the Soviet spy Alexander Mikhailovich Orlov also travelled via Paris to Spain, flying from Toulouse to Barcelona before driving up to Madrid, where he took up his cover as an attaché of the embassy.24 Orlov was an experienced agent of the NKVD (the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs).25 He worked as a roving ‘illegal resident’ around Western Europe; illegals adopted non-official cover, often foreign identities. In London, Orlov posed as a refrigerator salesman, while acting as a point of contact for another illegal, Arnold Deutsch, who had recruited three young British spies: Kim Philby, Don Maclean and Guy Burgess.26

Orlov’s arrival was part of a strategy of intervention by the Kremlin in Spain. The Soviet Union had ostensibly signed a non-intervention pact with Britain and France, but on 18 September 1936, Stalin and his Politburo had secretly launched Operation X, to begin clandestine operations led by the NKVD and the GRU (Soviet military intelligence).27 Orlov had a wide-ranging brief: he supervised NKVD training camps in Argen, Barcelona, Bilbao and Valencia, and he was to report on the situation directly to Moscow while also helping the Spanish Communists build up a secret police force of their own, ostensibly to identify Fifth Columnists – that is, secret fascists who pretended to support the Republican cause only to engage in acts of sabotage. At the same time, the Soviets bled their supposed allies dry. While Mexico also offered financial support, the Republican government was heavily reliant on the Soviet Union, who sold their weapons and vehicles at a staggering markup.28 To pay for this materiel the Republican government arranged for the Spanish gold reserves, which they had secreted in the port city of Cartagena, to be shipped to Odessa. Orlov later claimed to have masterminded this operation, but his role was probably limited to handling the security of loading the crates of gold onto the ship that would take them to the Soviet Union.29

Fascist collaborators were not the only enemy, however. In the Soviet Union, Stalin was in the process of asserting his power through a campaign of purges and terror, claiming that his old rival, Leon Trotsky, was responsible for conspiracies to assassinate the Soviet leadership, and implicating his political rivals in these concocted plots. The Great Terror, as it became known, spread to all corners of Soviet life, with arbitrary arrests and summary executions resulting in the ‘largest scale peacetime political persecution and blood-letting in European history’.30 In October, the head of the NKVD, Genrikh Yagoda, was sacked by telegram for his failures to uncover these plots and, with the perfect logic of the secret police, was eventually executed for being a conspirator in them. Yagoda’s replacement, Nikolai Yezhov, pursued Stalin’s agenda with zeal. Orlov, plump, well-groomed and menacing, brought the purge to Spain, intent on defeating the Trotskyist enemy within. The POUM were obvious targets. They had both historical connections with Trotsky – their leader, Andrés Nin, had served as Trotsky’s secretary – and were outspoken critics of Stalin and his Show Trials.31 Furthermore, they demanded social revolution within the Republic, arguing that it would help win the war; the Soviet line was that the priority was to win the war first, and then to implement changes. Orlov knew what Stalin and Yezhov expected of him and what would happen if he did not deliver.32 In October 1936, Orlov informed Moscow Centre that the ‘Trotskyist organisation POUM can be easily liquidated.’33 By December, the Comintern informed the Spanish Communist Party that they endorsed ‘the complete and final crushing of Trotskyism in Spain.’34

Orwell spent the early months of 1937 fighting on the front lines in the mountainous region of Alcubierre. He soon discovered that the Catalan recruits, many of them teenagers, were appallingly equipped and had no sense of military discipline. He had worried before heading out to Spain that he would not be in good enough shape, or have enough experience, to join up. Instead, he found himself a leader. His training in the Indian Imperial Police soon marked him out as officer material and, despite his non-existent Catalan and poor Spanish, he did his best to instil some basic principles, drilling the troops on the Barcelona barracks square. He also won respect by drinking his men under the table.35

Without rifles to train with, there was only so much that could be done. They paraded down the main avenue in central Barcelona, Las Ramblas – a photograph from the time shows Orwell towering a full head taller than the rest of his unit – before being sent to the Aragón front, where they occupied filthy, freezing trenches. Orwell was promoted to cabo (corporal), serving under Georges Kopp, a charismatic and courageous Belgian adventurer who became a close friend.36 With old guns, poor marksmanship, no artillery and heavy mists swirling, there was little danger of being hit by the enemy; more threatening were the hungry rats, of whom Orwell had an almost phobic fear. While recovering from an infected hand behind the front lines, Orwell found the rats lurking near the food supplies to be almost as big as cats: ‘great bloated brutes that waddled over the beds of muck, too impudent even to run away unless you shot at them.’37 Inescapable too were the lice: Orwell managed to change out of his clothes only three times in his eighty days at the front, and he could feel them swarming on his body.

When the ILP’s thirty-strong British contingent arrived at the front, Orwell left his POUM troops to join his countrymen, who were entrenched in a more westerly position at Monte Irazo, opposite the fascists defending Zaragoza. The head of the ILP militia, Bob Edwards, recalled Orwell’s striking appearance when he showed up:


All six foot three of him was striding towards me and his clothing was grotesque to say the least. He wore corduroy riding breeches, khaki puttees and huge boots, I’ve never seen boots that were so large, clogged in mud. He had a yellow pigskin jerkin, a coffee coloured balaclava hat and he wore the longest scarf I’ve ever seen, khaki scarf wound round his neck right up to his ears, on his shoulder he carried an old-fashioned German rifle, I think it must have been fifty years old; and hanging to his belt were two hand grenades.38



Orwell spent much of his time in the trenches writing while smoking the black pipe tobacco he favoured. While his first weeks with the ILP were just as cold, wet and miserable as those he had spent with the POUM troops – relieved by occasional deliveries of tea, tobacco and biscuits from his wife, Eileen, who had been newly installed in Barcelona as secretary to McNair – in early April he finally experienced real combat, leading an attack on a fascist redoubt.

The purpose of the attack was to create a diversion for a more substantial assault further down the line. The night was pitch-black, it was raining, and they were forced to wade through waist-deep irrigation ditches; by the time they were ready for the assault everyone was coated in mud. Orwell was ready for the fight: he had oiled his cartridges and dirtied his bayonet to prevent it catching any light. They crawled through the sludge of no-man’s-land until they got within grenade-throwing distance of the enemy trench. Orwell flung three grenades, the last of which landed in a parapet concealing a machine-gun position. They stormed the position successfully – Orwell fruitlessly trying to bayonet one of the fleeing fascists – but could not hold it for long. The enemy rallied and soon closed in. When they were only twenty yards away, one of the ILP men, Bob Smillie, streaming blood from a head wound, flung a grenade at them. It failed to go off. Orwell shouted for someone to hand him a ‘bomb’. Another ILP man, Douglas Moyle, quickly passed him one. ‘I flung it and threw myself on my face. By one of those strokes of luck that happen about once in a year I had managed to drop the bomb almost exactly where the rifle had flashed. There was the roar of the explosion and then, instantly, a diabolical outcry of screams and groans. We had got one of them, anyway; I don’t know whether he was killed but certainly he was badly hurt. Poor wretch, poor wretch! I felt a vague sorrow as I heard him screaming.’39 Taking whatever weapons and ammo they could pilfer, they retreated to their lines. The diversion had worked. Afterwards, Orwell celebrated the success of their operation by smoking a cigar Eileen brought for him from England.

When Orwell returned to Barcelona in April 1937, after three and a half months at the front, he found that ‘the revolutionary atmosphere had vanished.’40 As he made his way through the streets, his tattered leather jacket and ill-fitting woollen hat caked in mud, he noticed that people were dressed smartly again, that they seemed indifferent to the war, and, whereas previously the anarchist CNT had been in control, there were now visibly more government troops on the street. And with the Soviet supplies pouring in, the Spanish Communists were increasingly influential in the government’s decisions. Even detecting the change in atmosphere, Orwell still did not quite grasp how perilous it was to be associated with the POUM. In what, in retrospect, seemed an astonishingly naive move, he sought help from the Communists in getting to Madrid. Having read about the resistance to the attack on Madrid and the continuing siege, he wanted to see it for himself and thought the only way to do so was to join the International Brigades.41 Edwards, his ILP commanding officer, tried to persuade him that this was foolhardy. He warned him about André Marty, who was in charge at the International Brigade headquarters in Albacete. Marty was a Frenchman working for the Comintern and, covertly, for Soviet military intelligence, a Stalinist doctrinaire, and fervent in his hunt for Trotskyist ‘elements’; he freely admitted having five hundred of his own men shot, many for purported espionage.42 Milton, the only American serving in the ILP and an avowed Trotskyist, told Orwell that the Communists running the International Brigades would kill him. Non-Communist foreigners who volunteered for the International Brigades were interviewed by NKVD agents and, on arrival at Albacete, their passports were taken and sent by diplomatic bag to Moscow (where they were recycled for use in future missions by NKVD illegals). Many foreigners were recruited in Albacete to work as spies. Milton was surely right: things would have not gone well under Marty for someone as independent and forthright as Orwell. Still, Orwell was set on Madrid, and he sought the help of a Communist friend who was attached to Spanish Medical Aid. While this friend thought it should be possible to secure a position in the Brigades, Orwell postponed committing so that he could recover his strength and, crucially, have a new pair of boots made. It was, he recalled, ‘the kind of detail that’s always deciding one’s destiny’.43

As Orwell tried to rest up, he began noticing that ‘under the surface-aspect of the town . . . there was the unmistakable feeling of political rivalry and hatred.’44 The rivalry was, in simplified terms, a power struggle between the Communists and the Anarchists; there had been violent clashes between the two groups all across the country in previous weeks. In May, the rivalry turned into open conflict on the streets of Barcelona. The Republican government, now effectively controlled by the Communists, had been steadily building up its police force in the city (from which Anarchist union members were excluded) and had ordered all private weapons to be surrendered. On 3 May the government ordered the seizure of the telephone exchange, which had been in CNT-Anarchist hands since its capture in the fighting that followed the coup the previous summer. The exchange was crucial, as it allowed the CNT to monitor the government’s communications, and the threat of closing down those communications gave them political leverage. It was a carefully designed provocation, and, in Orwell’s words, it was ‘the match that fired an already existing bomb’.45 Orlov and his Spanish Communist allies encouraged and exploited the factional conflict; under its cover the purge of the ‘Trotskyists’ in Spain began in earnest.

In the afternoon of 3 May, Orwell was making his way down Las Ramblas, Barcelona’s tree-lined central avenue, when he heard bullets fizzing through the air. He saw a group of Anarchists on a side street exchanging fire with the government’s elite Assault Guards, in a church tower. ‘I thought instantly: “It’s started!”’ Orwell wrote. ‘But I thought it without any very great feeling of surprise – for days everyone had been expecting “it” to start at any moment. I realised that I must get back at once to the hotel to see if my wife was all right.’46 That was far from straightforward. The Anarchist fighters were blocking the path back up Las Ramblas, and a panicking crowd of pedestrians surged towards the entrance to the metro, seeking cover. Orwell feared getting trapped underground and went the other way. An American doctor he had known at the front swept by at that moment, taking Orwell by the arms and ushering him towards the Hotel Falcón, where the POUM’s forces were stationed. As they made their way to the hotel, a truck-load of armed Anarchists raced in the opposite direction. The streets of Barcelona were about to descend into chaotic fighting: a civil war within the civil war.

At the POUM headquarters, a former cabaret theatre opposite the Falcón, rifles and ammo were handed out. Orwell thought about trying to make his way back to the Continental, the hotel where he and Eileen were staying, but decided against it, given the rumours that the Assault Guards would soon attack the POUM headquarters. After a couple of hours, Orwell managed to get through to his hotel on the phone. While he could not get hold of Eileen, he did speak to McNair, who assured him that she was safe. A state of general confusion pervaded the city. There was a shortage of rifles, and Orwell had his stolen by one of the militia youths. He managed to procure a couple of crude grenades, but as he tried to sleep (wrapped in one of the theatre’s stage curtains) he worried that they would go off if he rolled on them. In the middle of the night, one of Orwell’s comrades woke him up, handed him a new rifle, and placed him on guard duty.

In the morning, as Orwell made his way back up Las Ramblas, he saw barricades being erected out of cobblestones and sandbags. The Assault Guards from the day before were still in the church tower on the side street. ‘I paused and then crossed the opening at a run; sure enough, a bullet cracked right past me, uncomfortably close.’47 After checking on Eileen at the Continental he returned to the POUM headquarters, where he found Kopp, his commander at the front. The orders came down to guard the headquarters but only to fire if fired upon. Orwell was stationed on the roof of a cinema across the road, affording a magnificent view of the city:


From the little windows in the observatory you could see for miles around – vista after vista of tall slender buildings, glass domes and fantastic curly roofs with brilliant green and copper tiles; over to eastward the glittering pale blue sea – the first glimpse of the sea I had had since coming to Spain. And the whole huge town of a million people was locked in a sort of violent inertia, a nightmare of noise without movement. The sunlit streets were quite empty. Nothing was happening except the streaming of bullets from barricades and sandbagged windows.48



Orwell spent three days on the roof, battling boredom and hunger, just as he had in the trenches. There were some Assault Guards barricaded in a café opposite, but, thanks to a diplomatic intervention from Kopp, it was determined that they had no appetite for a fight.

Back at the Continental, where Orwell still took his meals, ‘a horrible atmosphere of suspicion had grown up.’49 Among the new guests was a large Russian, nicknamed Charlie Chan, who Orwell felt certain worked for Soviet intelligence. ‘Various people were infected with spy mania and were creeping around whispering that everyone else was a spy for the Communists, or the Trotskyists, or the Anarchists, or what-not. The fat Russian agent was cornering all the foreign refugees in turn and explaining plausibly that this whole affair was an Anarchist plot.’50

The evidence hardly bore this out: the conflict was winding down and it did not look good for the Anarchists. The telephone exchange was in the hands of government forces, the various barricaded factions were running out of food, and there was desire on both sides for a truce. Assault Guards brought up from Valencia, armed with Soviet-issued rifles, flooded the streets. The Communists ramped up their propaganda by declaring the POUM a secretly fascist organisation.

When his Communist friend approached him to see if he was still interested in joining the International Brigades, Orwell told him the events of the previous days had changed his mind. He now had a clearer picture of what was going on. All over Barcelona foreigners who were not members of the Communist Party were being denounced to the secret police. Orwell was no longer under any illusions about where this was coming from: the actions of the Spanish Communist Party, he deduced, could only come ‘under orders from the USSR’.51 Some three days after the end of the Barcelona fighting, Orwell headed back to the front lines, but it was now ‘difficult to think about this war in the same naively idealistic manner as before’.52

When Orwell arrived for his second stint at the front, he heard that his friend Smillie, the English journalist with whom he had fought in the ILP militia, had been arrested attempting to leave the country. He had been thrown into a Valencia prison and nobody was allowed to see him, not even a lawyer. Orwell now believed that even if Franco were beaten, Spain would be ruled by a dictatorship, because the Republican government had allowed the Communists too much power.53 What would follow, Orwell believed, was Stalinism and the secret police. Orwell was no longer sure he was fighting wholly on the side of the angels; he could console himself only with the knowledge that Franco was the greater devil.

And with that sniper’s bullet, Franco’s men almost finished him. It was only the onset of pain that convinced him he was not going to die just yet. He needed proper medical care urgently; at Sietamo Hospital (a rather grand name for a series of wooden huts not far from the front lines), a nurse tried to force soup, eggs and stew down his throat. He was transferred to Lerida, which was halfway between the front and Barcelona. For the first part of the one-hundred-kilometre journey, taken by truck, someone had forgotten to strap the patients down. As the truck struggled over the rutted country roads, men were thrown to the floor, howling in agony and vomiting from the pain. Orwell clung to his stretcher with his good left arm. He spent five or six days recovering in Lerida, and while he began to walk (with his arm in a sling) he had completely lost his voice. At another hospital, in Tarragona, a doctor told him one of his vocal cords was paralysed and he would never get his voice back.54 This was not true – after two months speaking in a whisper his other vocal cord compensated – but he did end up speaking with a distinct rasp.

Once he was strong enough to travel, at the end of May, Orwell returned to Barcelona only to find that the sense of menace he had previously found in the lobby of the Hotel Continental now pervaded the city. There was, he wrote, ‘a peculiar evil feeling in the air – an atmosphere of suspicion, fear, uncertainty, and veiled hatred.’55 Orwell was always sharpest – as a thinker and a writer – when he was working from direct experience. For Down and Out in Paris and London he had lived in destitution in order to begin to understand what it meant to be poor. His devastating critique of the cruelties and hypocrisies of the British Empire, delivered in Burmese Days and in some of his finest essays, drew on his time as an officer in the Indian Imperial Police. What he experienced in Barcelona during these days sharpened his thinking again. He had always planned to write about Spain, but faced with the menace of Stalinism, larger, more ambitious projects started to germinate. And there was no question who was now running things. The May Days fighting had precipitated a government crisis and Largo Caballero, who resisted Communist attempts to take control, resigned as Prime Minister. On 17 May 1937, Juan Negrín, another socialist but one with strong Communist connections, replaced him. As Orwell put it, ‘The “Stalinists” were in the saddle, and therefore it was a matter of course that every “Trotskyist” was in danger.’56 The newspapers were being heavily censored, and those known to be associated with the Anarchists or the POUM were being thrown in jail. Wounded and disillusioned, Orwell knew it was time to leave:


Nothing was happening as yet, I myself had not even any mental picture of what was going to happen; and yet there was a perpetual vague sense of danger, a consciousness of some evil thing that was impending. However little you were actually conspiring, the atmosphere forced you to feel like a conspirator. You seemed to spend all your time holding whispered conversations in corners of cafés and wondering whether that person at the next table was a police spy.57



Orwell was right to be paranoid; spies were everywhere. In fact, they were even closer than he thought.


CHAPTER 2

Koestler

Malaga, 1937

In February 1937, the Republicans suffered a heavy defeat in Andalusia, in the south of Spain. The previous November the International Brigades had helped hold Madrid while on the Aragón front, where Orwell was battling the rats and the cold, the conflict was locked in stalemate. In the south, however, the Republicans were routed: the battle of Malaga was so one-sided as to barely qualify as such. As the city fell, Arthur Koestler, a thirty-one-year-old Hungarian reporter accredited to the liberal British daily News Chronicle, cautiously made his way through the darkening streets. The sun was setting on the life Koestler thought he knew; like Orwell he was about to be launched on a new trajectory, one that would bring the two writers together as the most important novelists of the early Cold War.

At the time, though, Koestler was simply scared. The streetlights had gone out and the trams had stopped running. Much of the city had been left ruined by bombs and shells. Members of the militia, supposedly preparing for the defence of the city, ran around in confusion. Shots and cries rang out sporadically as night descended. This, Koestler thought, is what the death of a city looks like: ‘There is no longer anyone in control, anyone in authority; there are no public services left in the city; its very bones have gone soft, its nerves, sinews and muscles are decomposing, the highly developed organism has degenerated into an amorphous jelly-fish.’1 Earlier in the day, Koestler had spurned an opportunity to escape before the enemy occupied the city, impulsively jumping out of a car that was part of the evacuation of Republican forces to Valencia. His motivations for doing so were not clear even to himself, although he was very anxious not to be thought of as a coward and recognised that reporting on the Republican occupation of the city would constitute a genuine scoop. In order to write the story, he needed to survive, and he knew, from his previous reporting of the conflict, that when the fascists arrived there would be a bloodbath. His journalist’s accreditation would only offer so much protection, and if he was caught in the streets, he was likely to be shot.

Koestler made for the one friend he had left in Malaga, at the Villa Santa Lucia, up on a hill half a mile out of town. He found it hard going in the dark, stumbling through fields. Then came the humming from the night sky above, a noise he knew well. As the bombs fell he threw himself into the mud. Eventually he arrived at the gate of a large villa, a building Koestler remembered being used as a temporary hospital. A porter, holding a revolver, told Koestler that, yes, it used to be a hospital but now, with the fascists at the gates it had reverted to being the house of Señor Bolín. The name sent a chill down Koestler’s spine.

Koestler told the porter that he was looking for Don Pedro’s house and was told it was just next door. Don Pedro was Sir Peter Chalmers-Mitchell, a seventy-three-year-old Englishman who retired to Malaga after founding Whipsnade Zoo, just north of London. Despite being four decades his junior, Koestler became good friends with Sir Peter, who sympathised with the Republican cause and refused to leave Malaga, hoping that if he remained as a witness, he might mitigate some of the fascist excesses in the coming days. He was a little irked when a dishevelled Koestler stumbled in; he was late for dinner (sardines, jam and fine white wine). When Sir Peter learned that Koestler had given up the opportunity to leave he called his guest a ‘perfect fool.’ On the terrace after dinner they watched as, in the darkened hills around Malaga ‘a row of shining points of light, like a chain of fairy lamps at a fete’ descended slowly: these were the tanks rumbling into the city.2

In charge of this invading force was General Gonzalo Queipo de Llano, Nationalist commander in the south. He was a braggart and a narcissist who claimed to have captured Seville with just fourteen troops during the initial coup. He made these claims in his wild, ranting radio broadcasts, in which he exulted in his triumphs and promised that his soldiers would not only brutally kill all Republican enemies but also rape their wives and daughters. Under his command the Falangist Black Squad conducted summary executions in Granada. Among those murdered was the poet Federico García Lorca, falsely accused of being a Soviet spy.3

With Franco’s advance on Madrid having ground to a halt, repelled by a combination of Republican troops and the International Brigades, a new influx of Italian troops arrived in the south to help Queipo de Llano finish off Andalusia. For the five days preceding the fall of Malaga, the Italian motorised columns, with their guerra celera shock tactics, easily cut through under-equipped Republican defences. Malaga, softened up by Italian bombing raids, was in no shape to repeat the last-ditch defiance shown by Madrid. The only thing in question was the scale of the coming massacre.4

As Koestler and Sir Peter watched the lights of the Italian tanks slowly make their way down the hillsides, they both nursed the private fear that they might well be among those killed. Sir Peter had recently published a letter in The Times condemning Franco’s forces and was known to sympathise with the Republicans. Koestler’s situation was even more serious: he was, by his own description, the ‘best-hated journalist’ at Franco’s Nationalist headquarters. The previous month Koestler’s damning account of the Nationalist terror had been published in German as Menschenopfer Unerhört (roughly translated as Unprecedented Human Sacrifice) and in French as L’Espagne ensanglantée (roughly Bloodstained Spain), a work that documented atrocities by Franco’s forces, replete with photographs of victims of bombings and firing squads. The book ended with thirteen close-up portraits of children killed in the bombing of Getafe. Sir Peter had read Koestler’s book and knew the cruelties of which the fascists were capable. That evening he produced two small metal cases containing a hypodermic syringe, a spare needle and a tube of morphine tablets. Giving the second case to Koestler, he told his guest he did not want to be taken alive. Koestler went to the bathroom to practise injecting himself. The following day, they watched through binoculars as Malaga surrendered with a whimper.

There was another reason the fascists wanted to get their hands on Koestler: they were still furious with him for the stunt he had pulled in Seville the previous September. He had arrived in Lisbon at the end of August as an accredited reporter with the News Chronicle and with Pester Lloyd, a Hungarian German-language newspaper (Koestler was born in Budapest but raised in Austria so spoke German). He worked his way into Franco-sympathising circles in the Portuguese capital and managed to secure a letter of safe passage into rebel territory from Franco’s brother. Having succeeded in getting to Seville, he discovered that foreign journalists who failed to toe the Nationalist line were being arrested, including a French reporter the previous night. Posing as a Franco sympathiser, he persuaded Captain Luís Bolín, the press chief, to grant him an interview with his boss, Queipo de Llano, and the ‘Radio General’ provided rich material for a poison portrait. This, though, was not the only scoop Koestler was after. In the summer of 1936, the Soviet Union, France, Britain, Italy and Germany had agreed to a policy of non-intervention, and Koestler wanted proof that the Germans were breaking this agreement. At the Hotel Cristina he found it.

On 28 August, he spotted four German pilots drinking sherry in the lobby. With them was a fifth man. To Koestler’s horror he recognised the man in civilian dress: Hans Strindberg, son of the famous playwright and a former colleague from Koestler’s days as a journalist for the Ullstein Press in Weimar Berlin. Strindberg knew Koestler to be a Communist supporter. With two of the pilots moving across the lobby to cut off his exit, Koestler realised he needed to do something fast. He approached Strindberg and tried to shake his hand, causing a scene when Strindberg refused to take it. Captain Bolín, whom Koestler described as a ‘tall, weak-faced, tough-acting officer of Scandinavian descent’, arrived in the lobby as the dispute became heated.5 Koestler saw an opportunity and ran up to Bolín to make a scene. Believing this to be a petty dispute between foreign reporters, he lost his temper with them and told them all ‘to go to hell’.6 Koestler pretended to storm off in a huff, rushed back to his hotel, packed his bags and fled. A warrant for his arrest was issued an hour after he had crossed the border to Gibraltar. Having been duped into giving a Republican sympathiser an interview with Queipo de Llano, Bolín swore that if he got hold of Koestler he would ‘shoot him like a mad dog.’ That was why the name of Bolín so disconcerted Koestler when he knocked at the door of the neighbouring villa. It was not a common name in Spain.7

His fears had foundation. Late in the morning after the fall of Malaga on 9 February, Koestler was fortifying himself with a brandy when three fascist officers burst into the library. Koestler tried to make it up the next flight of stairs, thinking of the syringe in his pocket. Before he could make it, a voice shouted: ‘Hands up!’ He turned to find three revolvers pointed at him. Worse still, one of the men taking aim at his chest was Colonel Luís Bolín. According to Koestler’s account, Sir Peter walked in, hearing the commotion. The fascists ordered him to raise his hands, too (in Sir Peter’s account, he was caught first, Koestler after). Bolín called in the gardener and ordered him to find some rope. It was typical of the Nationalist forces to bind those whom they planned to execute; the photographs of atrocities in Koestler’s book testified to that. Koestler was also terrified that they would simply hang him there and then. Desperate to slow things down, he said, ‘Look here, Bolín, if you are going to shoot me, take me upstairs; don’t do it in Sir Peter’s presence.’8 Bolín looked momentarily discomfited. It might have saved Koestler’s life.

Sir Peter realised the only hope was Tomas Bolín, the owner of the next-door villa and Luís’s cousin. He had one of his staff run over to fetch him. Tomas was a Franco supporter, and when the military coup failed to take in Malaga, he had thrown himself on Sir Peter’s mercy, despite knowing his political sympathies lay with the Republicans. Sir Peter had sheltered Tomas and his family in his villa and, when an Anarchist militia patrol came to the property, even saved his neighbour’s life. The young officer in charge had demanded to see Tomas’s paperwork, and Sir Peter had no choice but to give him an envelope of papers. In it was Tomas’s membership card to the Falange and a collection of pornographic postcards. The Englishman cut the young Anarchist a deal: you keep the postcards and I’ll keep the membership card. Tomas was eventually arrested anyway, but Sir Peter secured his release and then smuggled him and his family to safety in Gibraltar. By any standards, Tomas Bolín owed Sir Peter a debt.

When Tomas entered the library, wearing a red beret, the officers were binding Koestler’s hands with electrical wire (the gardener could not find any rope). As one officer struggled to bend the wire into shape, another stuck his gun painfully into Koestler’s ribs. Koestler described him as a ‘fat, bald-headed fellow with incredibly bestial features. During the whole proceeding he has a grin on his face and literally snorts with pleasure. He snorts through his nose as though he has asthma; I can feel his breath on my ear. Up till now I have only come across such sadistic types in political cartoons, and have never really believed that they actually exist. The fellow grins, and snorts and snorts. He is obviously a pathological sex case. My physical disgust is almost stronger than my fear.’9 Sir Peter persuaded Tomas Bolín to speak with him next door and Luís followed them in shortly after. Voices were raised but Koestler could not make out what was being said, stuck as he was next to the officer pressing the gun into his rib cage. Whatever was said, Sir Peter bought Koestler some time. ‘It is an elevating thought that one should owe one’s life to a set of dirty postcards,’ Koestler wrote.10

The danger was far from over. Led from the house with his hands bound, Koestler presented an inviting target to the Nationalist troops. Only Luís Bolín’s authority prevented him from being lynched. The soldiers bundled him into the back of a car and drove him to the police station. There they left him in the back seat for two hours in the pounding Andalusian sun. Eventually, the police hauled him out, photographed him in the street while a crowd jeered, dragged him into the station and left him in a huge room with two guards. He sat in silence, sweating. Screams rang out in the courtyard and a man was dragged in, blood pouring from his face and chest. The man’s wounds were so severe that Koestler thought he ‘must have been run over by a steam engine.’11 They dragged him out through another door. There were more screams, then quiet, and finally one last scream in ‘an unnaturally high-pitched shrill voice’ before the silence returned.12 Two more men were dragged through in succession to be tortured. Each time Koestler feared he would be next. For some reason he had not yet been searched and he began stealthily to conceal the different parts of his suicide kit around his person: syringe into his cigarette packet, tablets into his breast-pocket handkerchief, needles into the lining of his coat. He persuaded the guards to let him use the toilet and to his dismay, he discovered there was no running water in which to dissolve the morphine. He started to fill the syringe from a puddle on the floor but disgust overcame him.

At nightfall Bolín returned. Koestler was taken to the courtyard and searched. Inevitably, one of the guards pricked his hand on one of the concealed needles. Koestler was forced to deposit his suicide kit onto a plate – none of the soldiers wanted to touch the needle – and had his money and pen confiscated. After a few more hours in a dark room he was put in the back of a truck and driven off into the night. Again, it seemed execution was imminent until one of the soldiers in the truck reassured him he was going first to prison.

On arrival at Malaga prison his captors marched him down a long corridor and forced him to strip to his underwear. His shoes were hit with an iron hammer, and the guard ran his hand through Koestler’s hair. The concealed needle had rattled them. The prison officer was also disconcerted by Koestler’s long golf socks, and asked him if he had ever disguised himself as a woman. They took away his belt and led him into an empty cell, and for the first time in his life he ‘heard the sound of a cell door being slammed from outside.’13 It did not last long, as minutes later he was led down a corridor towards an iron grille, behind which lay the isolation cells. As they passed steel door after steel door, one of the prison guards escorting Koestler told him that all of the ‘reds’ being held would be dead by the morning. The guard assured him that he, too, would be killed, and Koestler felt his knees turn ‘to flabby jelly’.14 The isolation cell was similar to the first one except the window was smaller and higher up. He saw blood spattered on the wall above his bed, fresh blood, and could smell its sour tang. The toilet hole was stopped up, and when he tried the tap nothing came out. He sat on the wire bedstead and heard shots ring out and isolated cries. He vomited. Would not his status as an accredited journalist with a British newspaper protect him? But while he was being searched, Koestler had caught a glimpse of Bolín’s official report. He was being held as a caso internacional. An international case. A spy. The problem was not that there had been some misunderstanding. The problem was it was true.


CHAPTER 3

Spender

Cádiz, Valencia, Madrid & Albacete, 1937

For the British Communist Party, recruiting Stephen Spender represented a real coup. Spender was not just a famous poet, he was a fashionable one, and his relative youth – he was still only twenty-seven – fostered a connection with a generation of undergraduates who admired the way he fused his poetic sensibility with engagé politics. It helped that he was tall, slim, handsome, sexually adventurous and posh: he was a romantic rebelling against the establishment from which he came, and he was doing it in style. His anti-fascist credentials were strong. He had seen at first hand what the National Socialists were capable of on the streets of Berlin during the final days of the Weimar Republic. Sunbathing on the beaches of Rügen, on the north German coast, Spender and his friends had heard the barking of orders and the reports of shots as stormtroopers conducted their training.1 As early as 1929 he had heard reports of a compelling demagogue from Austria drawing crowds of the angry and the disenfranchised, and in 1934, on holiday on the Dalmatian coast, a car carrying Hermann Göring almost ran him over as it sped past.2 His poetry and journalism reflected his commitment to fighting this emerging enemy. He was part of a group of British writers, including W. H. Auden, Christopher Isherwood, Louis MacNeice and Cecil Day-Lewis, who rejected the unofficial doctrine of the Bloomsbury mandarins that politics had no place in literature. Virginia Woolf might find it vulgar – and she told Spender as much – but he felt he had no choice other than to put his art into the service of his politics. ‘We anti-Fascist writers of what has been called the Pink Decade were not, in any obvious sense, a lost generation,’ he recalled years later. ‘But we were divided between our literary vocation and an urge to save the world from Fascism. We were the Divided Generation of Hamlets who found the world out of joint and failed to set it right.’3 Standing in the British Communist Party’s headquarters in Covent Garden, just a few days into the new year of 1937, the urge was proving stronger than the vocation: he wanted to go to Spain to serve the Republican cause.

Harry Pollitt, who had been so suspicious of Orwell when they had met a few weeks previously, knew that Spender had significant propaganda value. It is hard to imagine Pollitt, a Mancunian boilermaker, had much personal sympathy for this earnest, Oxford-educated poet, but he knew that the Left Book Club was about to publish Spender’s Forward from Liberalism, a book that advocated for Communism even as it refused to follow the Party line.4 The club, founded by Victor Gollancz the previous year, had attracted more than forty thousand members and was preparing to publish Orwell’s The Road to Wigan Pier (later the same year it would publish Koestler’s Spanish Testament). In the meeting Pollitt cheerfully upbraided Spender for misunderstanding the circumstances of the first of the Moscow Show Trials and called him out on various other ‘deviations’.5 Nevertheless, this was the time of the Popular Front and all anti-fascists were supposed to be in it together. Spender joined the Party and wrote an article for the front page of its mouthpiece, the Daily Worker.6 As to Spain, Pollitt mused, what about joining the International Brigades? Spender could be naive but he was not a fool. He knew he’d make a hopeless soldier. It is not clear that this mattered too much to Pollitt: Spender had the makings of an attractive martyr. There is a story – most likely apocryphal – that Pollitt even joked that if only Spender would get himself killed, he’d ‘give the Party its Byron’.7

It turned out Spender was to be put to more sustainable use. Not long after his meeting with Pollitt he was contacted by the Daily Worker and asked to go to Spain and report on the fallout from the sinking of the Russian supply ship Komsomol by the Italians. This was no ordinary reporting gig: the Russians did not know what had happened to the crew and wanted information on where they were being held. Spender, who spoke decent Spanish, was charged with finding out: a request that ‘both disturbed and astonished’ him. ‘It raised the question whether to supply such information would be spying,’ he wrote. ‘However, it certainly did not involve betraying my country, nor obtaining military secrets, nor indeed anything outside the run of ordinary journalism.’8 Still, he knew he would be filing copy for some very particular readers. He agreed, despite his misgivings, assuaging his conscience by refusing payment and asking that his friend Cuthbert Worsley be allowed to come along as sidekick.9

While he was sincere in his desire to fight fascism, there was another motivation for Spender wanting to go to Spain: anxiety over his former lover, Tony Hyndman. Spender had split with Hyndman in September after four years together. To compound the rejection, the following month he began seeing Inez Pearn, a twenty-two-year-old Oxford postgraduate student. On 15 December, Spender and Pearn were married at a Hammersmith registry office. When Hyndman found out, he was furious and set out for Spain to fight in the International Brigades. This was a deliberately self-destructive act, as Hyndman was not cut out for military life and he knew it. He was the son of a hotelier from Cardiff, and his father, worried that his son was not made for life in the army or down the pits, had sent him off to secretarial college to learn typing and shorthand.10 After working for a spell as a clerk in Cardiff he’d ended up joining the Coldstream Guards. Despite shipping out to Khartoum for a spell, he managed to avoid any actual fighting and left after three years of largely inept soldiering. After a couple of years of drifting he’d met Spender in the spring of 1933. They were soon living together, Hyndman working as Spender’s secretary. Spender fell in love with Hyndman’s ‘background, his soldiering, his working-class home’. Since his youth Spender had been fascinated by ‘working men’, a fascination that in adulthood manifested itself in a penchant for rough trade. With Hyndman, though, this initial attraction developed into an intense, combative relationship. They both resented Hyndman’s dependence on Spender, and eventually Spender came to realise there was more than excesses of passion to this pattern of behaviour: ‘gradually I came to see that in the moments of our quarrels and the making up of them, when we were most completely and terribly together, there was something in each which wanted to destroy the other.’11 To Spender it now appeared that Hyndman, by going to Spain, was bent on destroying himself.

Spender saw off Hyndman at Victoria Station, handing him £30 in case he changed his mind and wanted to come back. The former secretary was heading first to Brussels, where he was to spend Christmas with Isherwood, travelling with Giles Romilly, an Oxford undergraduate and Winston Churchill’s nephew. After a drunken night with his guests, Isherwood wrote to Spender to try to reassure him that Hyndman was not heading to Spain in consequence of his marriage to Pearn. As much as he wanted to believe Isherwood, Spender knew better: ‘Someone I loved had gone into this war as a result of my influence and of my having abandoned him.’ It was, Spender claimed, the ‘greatest distress of my life in this decade’.12

It was not long before he was making for Spain himself, under his journalistic cover, seeking the location of the missing crew of the Komsomol. The whole ‘mission’ had an element of the absurd to it. He and Worsley arrived in Barcelona on 6 January, a week after Orwell and a week before Koestler. The pair made their way to Gibraltar but were prevented from entering Nationalist Cádiz, where the Russian sailors were rumoured to be held. Instead of kicking their heels they made day trips across the Mediterranean to Algiers, Marrakesh, Oran, and Tangiers, looking for leads and tasked with reporting any evidence of Italian or German influence in southern Spain.13 Spender finally got confirmation that the sailors were being held in Cádiz from Lord Marley, a British official who was allowed into the city. Spender realised he could have easily found out the information from London.14 What he was doing was not without risk, though, as foreign journalists suspected of spying, like Koestler in Malaga, were being arrested. It was probably for the best that Spender had not managed to talk his way into Cádiz: the idea of the handsome, lanky poet searching out the Russian crew behind enemy lines was not a promising one. Discretion was not among Spender’s virtues.

Hyndman’s early postcards and letters from Spain had been breezy, so when Spender arrived back in London on 5 February he was not particularly concerned. These high spirits did not last. Despite his time in the Coldstream Guards, Hyndman was not good at taking orders and spent a few days in a cell for insubordination during basic training. On release he was given a Soviet rifle and, along with the rest of the British brigade, dispatched to Madrid. They were heading to the Jarama Valley to defend the capital from Franco.

The battle was a bloodbath. The Army of Africa was battle hardened and supported by a huge artillery bombardment. The Republicans held out, but the price they paid was a heavy one: as many as twenty-five thousand killed in the fighting, including large numbers of men in the International Brigades.15 Hyndman later estimated that three hundred of the nearly four hundred in his battalion died on the first day. He spent it desperately trying to rescue machine guns from an overturned truck while planes swooped down and raked them with bullets.16 He spent four days cowering in an olive grove while the moans of the wounded and dying rang out around him.17 Two weeks later, in the hills of Pingarrón, Hyndman refused an order to advance and was taken back to Albacete under armed escort. He was suffering from a stomach ulcer that made him vomit frequently, but the Commissars of the Brigades, fearful that letting him go would set a bad example to the other men, overruled the medical officer’s recommendation of an honourable discharge. There was little sympathy for psychological trauma among the Stalinist officers running the Red Brigades.

While the Battle of Jarama was raging, Spender left London for Spain a second time, on 20 February. The British Communist Party had a new task for him: to broadcast propaganda for a trade union radio station in Valencia. Having made his way to the city, via Barcelona, Spender discovered he had just missed W. H. Auden, his poetic mentor and a close friend. Auden had gone to Spain initially planning to join the International Brigades, with Wilfred Owen’s poetry from the trenches of the Great War ringing in his ears, but like Spender, he realised he was not cut out for combat and sought to drive an ambulance instead.18 In Valencia he found little to do; the tawdry highlight was getting riotously drunk with Koestler before he left for Malaga. On his return to Britain he wrote ‘Spain 1937’, one of the defining poems of the war. Spender, too, found Valencia a dead end: the radio station he was supposed to work for was closed due to ‘the unification of political parties’.19 Freed from his responsibilities, Spender realised there was nothing stopping him from going to Albacete to find Hyndman.

It had taken Spender a day of wandering the streets of Albacete, but he eventually found the right café. First impressions were deceptive: Hyndman looked good, ‘fit and bronzed and young in his uniform’. As soon as the pair got out of earshot of the other soldiers, Hyndman opened up and Spender realised that his ‘physical fitness concealed an extreme nervousness.’ He wanted desperately to go back to England, to be an ‘ordinary chap’.20 He hated war and had decided he was a pacifist. All his left-wing militancy had evaporated.

‘You must get me out of here!’ Hyndman whispered.21 No sooner did Spender have a moment of privacy with his former lover than he was being implored to rescue him. Spender knew it would be difficult to get him transferred out of the Brigades but thought he might intervene on his part and try to get him excused from fighting in the front line. There must, Spender reasoned, be a noncombatant position Hyndman could fill. He patiently persuaded Hyndman that this was the best course of action.

Just as Spender had anticipated, the Political Commissar of the British Battalion, Peter Kerrigan, said there was no possibility of a discharge. Kerrigan was a Glaswegian who had led workers’ strikes back in the mid-1920s and completed his political education at the International Lenin School in Moscow. He was a hard-liner. There appeared to be some horse trading: Kerrigan guaranteed Hyndman would be kept in a noncombatant position, but Spender was expected to visit the front lines near Madrid. Perhaps Kerrigan saw genuine propaganda value in this, or perhaps he simply wanted to be rid of this posh poet making a fuss about a useless soldier. Spender was pleased with the deal and left for Madrid with Captain George Nathan as an escort. (Hyndman had been Nathan’s courier at Jarama.)

In Madrid, Spender got his first taste of the war proper. The Indian novelist Mulk Raj Anand accompanied him to the trenches in a ridge outside the city, and both momentarily panicked as ‘bullets spat round us like shrieking starlings in the olive trees.’ From the safety of the trench, Spender saw ‘corpses lying in No Man’s Land like ungathered waxy fruit’.22 Led to a machine-gun emplacement, Spender was encouraged to fire off a burst into the enemy lines (he privately prayed that he did not hit anyone). Speaking to the troops over lunch, Spender detected their hostility when Hyndman’s name came up and returned to Madrid in a hurry. The city was under siege. It was freezing cold, and the journalists and intellectuals gathered in the same cafés every day trying to fight off the shivers with heavy greatcoats and bad cognac. Reports came in of a comprehensive defeat for the Republicans northeast of the city, only for later reports to tell of an unlikely victory: the Italian troops that Koestler had watched walk into Malaga almost unopposed two months previously had been humiliated at the Battle of Guadalajara.

When Spender returned to Albacete from Madrid, he discovered Hyndman was in prison. With news of the Italian advance towards Guadalajara, the International Brigades had been mobilised. Despite Kerrigan’s assurances to Spender, Hyndman had been told he was going to be sent into battle. The prospect forced him into desperate action: along with a friend, John Lepper, he fled for Valencia, hoping to get repatriated by the British Consulate or find a way of smuggling himself out of the country. Hyndman later believed he was betrayed by a local woman who had seemed sympathetic to his plight but was in all likelihood a member of the Spanish Communist Party. Hyndman and Lepper spent several days in a Valencia prison before being sent back to Albacete, where Hyndman was questioned by a young Polish officer who suspected him of being a spy. He was sentenced to two months in a labour camp.

Spender was distraught. He went back to Valencia and wrote to the Judicial Commission of the International Brigades, appealing on Hyndman’s behalf. As he waited for a response, he wandered the city with a new friend, the celebrated novelist Ernest Hemingway, whom he described as a ‘black-haired, bushy-moustached, hairy-handed giant’.23 It was a curious friendship under the circumstances. Spender was fretting about a male lover who had behaved like a coward – not exactly Hemingway’s scene. Yet the self-consciously macho American took to Spender, even protecting him when Communists baited him for his association with Hyndman.

When the Commission got back to Spender, he was told that, as a good Communist, he should be ‘pleased that [Hyndman] is going to be disciplined by us’.24 He tried every avenue he could think of, appealing, via the British Embassy, to the Republican Minister of Foreign Affairs, Julio Álvarez del Vayo, and to his fellow poet Edgell Rickword, who had clout in the upper echelons of the British Communist Party. All he wanted was an assurance that once the two months in the labour camp were up, Hyndman would be allowed to return home. When Spender returned to Albacete he was met by a furious Kerrigan, angered by the fuss Spender was stirring up, and who, as a consequence, refused to let him even see Hyndman. What Spender feared was that, once released, the Communists would send Hyndman back into battle, where he would be ‘accidentally’ shot. That was how difficult soldiers were dealt with.

Again and again, Spender came up against the same cold logic. What was the life of this one soldier compared to the larger struggle? How could one deserter distract you from the cause? Spender could not bring himself to ‘give up a life which might be saved, and which was of no value in this war, in order to satisfy a state of mind with which I sympathised [. . .] This was a turning point in my affairs. It was the first time I had acted without hesitation and without being obsessed by the need to justify my actions. I was simply determined to do everything in my power to prevent him dying in Spain.’25 He was forced to leave his former lover behind, in the hands of men he felt sure would kill him. Spender had entered the Spanish War a Communist, striding towards a socialist future. Faced with the brutal reality of placing ends over means, he began shuffling backward to liberalism.
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