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To Alexander, Clio and Sybil


The Gazelle

I’d given everything I own for that gazelle

who rising at night to his harp and flute,

saw a cup in my hand

and said:

‘Drink your grape blood against my lips!’

And the moon was cut like a D,

 on a dark robe, written ins gold.

Samuel the Nagrid (993–1056), translated by Peter Cole

From The Death of Lorca

Carve, friends, from stone and dream,

in the Alhambra a barrow for the poet,

 on the water of fountains that weep

and whisper for eternity:

‘The crime was in Granada,

in his Granada!’

Antonio Machado, translated by Professor Paul O’Prey

From The Morte D’Arthur 

The sequel of to-day unsolders all

The goodliest fellowship of famous knights

Whereof this world holds record. Such a sleep

They sleep – the men I loved. I think that we

Shall never more, at any future time,

Delight our souls with talk of knightly deeds,

Walking about the gardens and the halls

Of Camelot, as in the days that were...

Alfred, Lord Tennyson
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Prelude

A Matter of Conscience

Valencia, April 1937

The stench of bodies and urine was overpowering. He gagged before he reached the bottom of the iron stairs. Then, he saw the rows of faces caught in the torchlight: old men, women and children, hundreds of them. They were glaring at him, half suspicious, half afraid. He had read the reports and guessed who they were: refugees from the Aragón front. They were the forgotten, the unnamed, the human detritus of war.

There were curses as his chauffeur forced a path through the packed bodies. They had barely found a space to crouch before the German planes flew over for a second run, and the walls of the flimsy shelter began to shake, loosening chips of cement and plaster.

The bombing continued through the night, punctuated by screams and wails in the darkness. Sometimes the destruction was far away and they heard only faint whistles and distant thunder, but it was only ever a short respite before the air throbbed again with the noise of engines. Terror sucked away their breath as they imagined the black projectiles spiralling down towards them. Then all thought was extinguished as the walls shook and the crashing reverberated inside their heads, shrivelling their guts and unstringing their sinews. Lightning flashed through the cracks between the concrete ceiling slabs, illuminating white, maddened expressions. This was hell, Pinzon thought, certain in the knowledge that the basement would be his tomb.

Some time after the shaking and the din stopped, he dozed. He blinked awake when he felt a soft touch on his shoulder. A little girl wrapped in a threadbare blanket was staring at him. She could only have been eight or nine. Her face, bluish in the faint light, was filthy and skeletal. Her eyes, deeply set, were both imploring and calculating. She was whispering urgently: ‘Cigarrillo. Cigarrillo, por favor, Señor.’ He knew what the simpering smile meant. Tobacco was currency. It would buy food – and there were services even a little girl could provide that some men would pay for. Mother of God, she was only a couple of years older than his grandson.

‘Get away, you little bitch!’ snarled his chauffeur, who had risen beside him. His leather-gloved fists were clenched.

Pinzon caught his arm. ‘No, Andrés.’ He turned back to the child. ‘Pocita, don’t be afraid. Tell me your name?’

‘Carmelita,’ she said, with the same coquettish smile, and he knew it was not her real name.

‘You’re from Aragón?’

‘I come from a pueblo,’ she said, confused.

‘Does it have a name?’

‘Pueblo,’ she said, as if he had asked an idiot question.

‘Where are your parents, Carmelita?’

She bowed her head.

‘Then who looks after you?’

‘Uncle, Señor,’ she said. ‘He takes us to the air-raid shelters at night.’

He felt sickened. He reached into the pocket of his overcoat. ‘Buy some bread for yourself, pocita. And tell this man who calls himself your uncle that if I ever...’ He saw how hopeless it was. For all his power, there was nothing he could do. There were thousands of Carmelitas in Spain today. ‘Just make sure you buy a loaf and eat it before you give the rest of the money to your uncle. Do you promise me?’

Her eyes widened when she saw the silver coins on his palm. Then she snatched them and fled, hopping nimbly over the bodies. Eventually he lost sight of her among the shadows.

‘Tread gently, Andrés. Try not to disturb them,’ he ordered. He picked his way through the sleepers, trying not to step on a hand or a foot. They were near the door when he bumped inadvertently into an old man in a beret, who was raising himself with a crutch. It clattered to the stone floor and the man toppled. Pinzon caught him. Trying not to recoil at his stench, he steadied him, then reached down and gave him his crutch. ‘I’m sorry, Señor. So sorry.’ As he said it he noted that the old man was observing with hatred his expensive Homburg and the fur collar of his overcoat.

‘Jackals!’ the old man hissed, and spat.

They stepped into the street. An apartment block was burning, the road was covered with rubble and the air reeked of cordite and smoke. Shadowy black shapes were moving among the bombed buildings – old women, scavenging.

Pinzon pushed past the throngs of petitioners in the foyer and pounded up the marble staircase, ignoring the guards’ salutes. He was in a cold rage.

‘We were expecting you to come to the office last night, Excelencia,’ murmured his secretary, stumbling after him with a box of papers. ‘These are yesterday’s releases for the newspapers. We need your approval of the wording.’

‘Later,’ snapped Pinzon.

He turned at the head of the stairs. ‘Have you ever spent the night in one of our public shelters?’

‘No, Excelencia. I have permission to use the government one under this building.’

‘They’re a disgrace,’ he said, through gritted teeth, ‘death traps. It’s a total abnegation of responsibility. I’m going to speak to Largo Caballero.’

He paced down the corridor towards his office, his heels clicking on the art-deco-patterned mosaic floor of what had once been a grand hotel.

‘But you had good meetings in Barcelona, Excelencia?’ said Gorriz, hopefully.

Pinzon looked at him scornfully. ‘With the Russian general who wants to advise me on how we are to conduct our propaganda? What do you think?’

The secretary sighed, but made a last effort to be cheerful. ‘Perhaps you saw your son, Minister? You told me Raúl’s militia is back in barracks now.’

‘There was no time.’ He turned the brass knob. The door swung open and he froze. Behind his desk hung a portrait of Stalin. ‘What in the name of the Mother of God is that?’

The old man in the shelter had called him a jackal, and, it was true. He had compromised his convictions too often in cabinet meetings to be able to deny it. When General Franco and his junta of conservative generals had staged their rebellion against the Republic he had been as supine and complacent as his colleagues, and overnight they had lost a quarter of the country. When the war began to go badly, he had voted with the others to ally with the Soviets. He had put aside his reservations because it had been pragmatic and expedient to do so – or out of desperation, because he had been as bewildered as his fellow politicians by the speed of Franco’s advance on Madrid. And the inevitable had happened. First Stalin had bled the Republic of its treasury reserves, then Communists had infiltrated the army and the secret police. Now, with the backing of stooges like Negrín in the finance ministry, they were controlling the economy. The libertarian values he had espoused were being ground to nothing by a totalitarian machine. And he had never once stood up against it.

Once he had been a man of principle. He had abandoned his life as a country landowner because he wanted justice and equality for the people. The conservatives and the Catholic Church hated him: a cardinal had persuaded Spain’s dictator, General Primo de Rivera, to sack him from the chair of medieval studies at Salamanca University when he had introduced ‘heretical’ reforms into the curricula. The trade unions had backed the students, who had protested at his dismissal. Campuses throughout the land went on strike. His subsequent reinstatement had made him a Socialist hero. That was when he had decided to stand for the Cortes.

And what great things he had achieved. He had helped to create a new age. A new Spain! As minister of culture in the country’s first truly liberal government, a coalition of all left-wing parties, he had presided over a glittering period of national renewal. He knew all the great painters, writers and musicians of the time – Unamuno, Manuel de Falla, Pablo Picasso, Antonio Machado, Fernando de los Rios. He had been the first politician to sponsor the young poet García Lorca and, one glorious summer, had accompanied his travelling theatre into the remotest reaches of the country. Together they had brought literature to the peasants and workers...

And nothing of it remained. Nothing.

Lorca had disappeared, probably killed by Fascists in his native Granada. Unamuno had pinned his colours to Franco, and died in disgrace after protesting against the brutal conduct of the war. Others had fled abroad. Only Pinzon was left, another compromiser in a fractious government that had abandoned, one by one, all of its ideals.

He had compromised enough. It was time to speak his mind. The sight of Stalin in his office had been the last straw.

But when he reached the prime minister’s suite he found that his friend, the old Socialist warhorse Largo Caballero, in whose government he had served these last two years, was away. He was directed instead to the office of the finance minister.

Juan Negrín, the sleek playboy financier, the wheeler dealer, the compromise candidate, who in every government reshuffle had wormed his way closer to the top, and who, Pinzon suspected, had lined his Swiss bank vault with Soviet gold, waved him to a chair. Stalin watched balefully from a great golden picture frame behind the desk.

‘I have a letter for the prime minister,’ said Pinzon. ‘Where is he?’

‘In Madrid, I imagine, calling on his old unionist friends. Things haven’t been going well for him lately. It’ll be some time before he’s back. Is this a matter I can deal with?’

‘No, it wouldn’t be appropriate,’ said Pinzon, putting the envelope back into his pocket. ‘I’m resigning.’

‘My dear fellow, why?’

‘This is no longer the government I agreed to serve. I do not support this creeping coup d’état by the Communists.’

Negrín laughed. ‘The Russians are merely our allies – we need them to break Mussolini and Hitler’s blockade. They bring us tanks, artillery, planes. When they stop being useful, we’ll dispense with them.’

‘So you’re not concerned that bands of Stalinists are entering towns and villages in Old Castile and Aragón to break up Anarchist communes?’

‘Far from it. Centralising production is essential to the war effort. It’s a necessary rationalisation.’

‘Not when it’s imposed with guns. How many of our own people have been shot resisting your rationalisations?’

Negrín said nothing. There was a long moment’s silence as they glared at each other. ‘Perhaps you know that I was in Barcelona yesterday,’ said Pinzon, quietly.

‘Yes – seeing Popov.’

‘Are you aware of the tension in the city?’

‘Barcelona is always tense. Those Catalans need cutting down to size.’

‘Is that what you intend to do?’

Negrín’s eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean?’

‘What I saw yesterday was an armed camp. Your Communist-led troops have taken control of all the forts. Catalan and Anarchist militia have been instructed to hand over their weapons inside the city boundaries. They’ve refused, of course. I saw them marching in the streets – with the Trotskyites.’

Negrín snorted. ‘They’re insignificant.’

‘Not for Stalin. He doesn’t like opposition. Even in Spain.’

‘What Stalin likes or doesn’t like is irrelevant – I’ve told you so a hundred times. Our Soviet allies are only here in an advisory capacity. We are the government and we control policy.’

‘Barcelona is a tinderbox, Negrín. Either you or somebody else has authorised the army’s provocations.’

‘That’s nonsense.’

‘I will not be party to the undermining of our democracy.’

Negrín stubbed out his cigar. ‘This is a cabinet at war. You have a duty to protect the Republic.’

‘I would agree if our Republic still existed, but you and your like have made us puppets to a foreign power.’

Pinzon went home for two days. He listened to classical music on his phonograph. At the weekend he requisitioned a car and drove to a government lodge on the Albufera lake. He took lengthy walks along its banks and once beside the sea, letting the soft waves of the Mediterranean lap his bare feet.

Three days later he heard a banging on the cottage door. It was his stenographer, Señora Aristzabal, who burst into tears when she saw him. ‘Oh, Señor Pinzon! Señor, you cannot imagine what terrible things have happened.’

‘So, tell me. What has Negrín done now?’

‘I’m not talking about Valencia. It’s Barcelona. There’s been fighting – for three days and nights. Only yesterday did we get the full report, which was why I drove down immediately this morning.’

‘Barcelona?’ A chill was already running down his spine. ‘So they did it? They tried to disarm the Catalan and Anarchist militias?’

‘They arrested prominent Anarchists in the night. The secret police took them away in trucks, and nothing’s been heard of them since.’

‘And the militias?’ he asked, unable to keep the urgency out of his voice.

‘There was an insurrection, Señor. Street battles. They’re calling it a civil war within a civil war.’ She dabbed her eyes.

‘And who controls the city now?’ He was shouting in his desperation.

She stared at him. ‘The Communists, Señor. I think they were prepared. They wanted them to come out in the streets – the Anarchists, the independent Catalans, the Trotskyites – so they could destroy them. They had tanks, Señor. They were waiting outside the city. And the militias only had rifles and makeshift barricades...’

He shook her by the shoulders. ‘Raúl? Where is Raúl?’

‘Oh, Señor.’ She was weeping again.

Pinzon sank into his chair.

‘He must have fought very bravely,’ she said. ‘They found him on one of the last barricades to be overrun. They – they reported it in the newspapers. They said he had been one of the ringleaders of the revolt. He was so young... so young...’

‘He would have been twenty-six on his next birthday.’ Pinzon clasped the sides of his head and began slowly to rock backwards and forwards from his waist.

Pinzon made all haste to Madrid, but he arrived too late. His daughter-in-law, Julia, had been arrested in her apartment three days after the death of her husband. Her six-year-old son, Tomás, had been taken away by the secret police.

For the next month, as Communist control over the Spanish government tightened, Pinzon used all the ministerial influence he could bring to bear to find them. He failed with Julia. She was lost among the disappeared. He was more fortunate with Tomás. The trail led to an orphanage on the dusty plains near Albacete. And there he found him.

Pinzon had no desire to return to Valencia. In the wake of the uprising, Largo Caballero had been forced to resign and Negrín was prime minister now. For form’s sake, he wrote to him, confirming his resignation. Then he made his way with Tomás to his old home in Agua Verde, in the foothills of the Seguras mountains in north-eastern Andalucía, where he sought out a long-time retainer of the family, Lupita. Together they looked after his grandson.

He had thought he might return to academic life. There was still much research to be done on the Reconquista, the wars that had brought the tolerant Moorish state of Andaluz back to Christendom. He still had his Arabic dictionaries and texts, some of which he had only partially translated when he wrote his first history – but now the books remained on his shelves. He spent his days cultivating the orchards that surrounded his house. As far as he was concerned, he had ended his life’s journey and was merely tending his garden. Only his grandson mattered to him.


Andalucía, 1938
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