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The AGM will be held from 2.30pm-4pm in The Stable Games Room,  
129 High Street, Weston-super-Mare BS23 1HN

The AGM is part of a weekend of 
commemorative, educational and social 
activities in Weston-super-Mare and Bristol from 
the evening of Friday 4 October to Sunday 6 
October, ending around midday. 
 
Programme 
A full programme of weekend events will be be 
published onthe IBMT’s website. 

The programme is likely to include an evening 
reception on Friday, a talk about the West Country 
volunteers and an evening social on Saturday and a 
commemoration at the International Brigade 
memorial in Castle Park, Bristol, on Sunday morning. 
 
Agenda 
1. Chair’s opening remarks 
2. Approval of the minutes of the 2023 AGM 

3. Matters arising from the minutes not otherwise 
on the agenda 
4. Executive Committee’s annual report 
5. Finance report, including 2023-2024 accounts 
6. Election of two scrutineers 
7. Election of four Executive Committee members 
(see below)  
8. Date and place of 2025 AGM 
9. Any Other Business (previously notified) 
10. Scrutineers’ report of election results 
11. Chair’s closing remarks 
 
Nominations for the Executive Committee 
Nominations are invited for candidates to fill four 
vacancies on the Executive Committee. If 
necessary, a ballot will be held among members 
attending the AGM. 

The vacancies arise because Alan Lloyd, 

Dolores Long and Luke O’Riordan will have 
completed their terms of office by the AGM. In 
addition there is another vacancy because of an 
earlier resignation. 

All IBMT members may nominate fellow 
members to serve on the EC. The EC members who 
are stepping down are permitted to stand for 
election along with other IBMT members. 

Nominations must be made in writing and 
received by the Secretary by 8am on Saturday  
21 September. The names of the candidates will  
be published on the IBMT website in advance of 
the AGM.  

Send nominations and proposed agenda items 
by email (these will be acknowledged) to: 
secretary@international-brigades.org.uk or by  
post to: IBMT Secretary, 37a Clerkenwell Green, 
London EC1R 0DU.
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International Brigade Memorial Trust

Weston-super-Mare 
Saturday 5 October 2024 

ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING



 

6 Carbeth Hutters 
l Mike Arnott uncovers the story behind a unique 
memorial in Scotland. 
 
9 Education 
l Jim Jump underscores the importance of 
teaching the next generation about the Brigades. 
 
12 Memorials 
l A photo gallery of some of the many memorials 
in Britain and Ireland. 
 
14 Bill and Edward Tattam  
l Sheila Gray shares the lives and experiences of 
her two uncles who died in Spain. 
 
18 Orwell in Spain 
l Christopher Hall reports from the Orwell Society’s 
2024 visit to Spain. 
 
17 Books 
l Reviews of ‘A Gypsy and a Rebel: Lillian Urmston 
in the Spanish Civil War’ and ‘Romanceros: Poems 
inspired by the Spanish Civil War’. 
 
22 Final word 
l Photos from William Wilson’s family archive. 
 
 
¡No Pasarán! (formerly the IBMT Magazine and the 
IBMT Newsletter) is published three times a year. 
Back numbers can be downloaded from the IBMT 
website. All content is the © of the IBMT and 
credited contributors and cannot be reproduced 
without written permission. Views expressed are 
not necessarily those of the IBMT.  

 
Editor Helen Oclee-Brown 
IBMT, 37a Clerkenwell Green, London EC1R 0DU  
07865 272 639 
admin@international-brigades.org.uk 
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t Camilo Morán, 4, 
and mother Noelia 
laying a wreath on 
behalf of the PCE 
Spanish Communist 
Party in July at the 
IBMT’s annual 
commemoration in 
London. Looking on 
is Richard Baxell.

¡NO PASARÁN! 

On a rainy 6 July over 100 supporters 
gathered at the International Brigade 
Memorial in Jubilee Gardens on London’s 

South Bank.  
They came to honour the more than 500 

volunteers from Britain and Ireland who gave 
their lives in Spain and in memory of the 2,500 
volunteers who served in the International 

Brigades.   Speakers on the day included PCS 
General Secretary Fran Heathcote and historian 
Richard Baxell. 

In her contribution, Heathcote noted the 
worrying rise of the racist far-right in Britain, in 
the form of the Reform Party, which had gained 
4 million votes in July’s general election. The 
anti-fascist example of the International Brigades 
was therefore needed today more than ever. 

‘Europe and indeed the UK are heading at a 
startling rate towards fascism,' she said, 'with far-
right parties sweeping up millions of votes. We 
need to get out into our communities and 
workplaces to spread the resistance to fascism. The 
parallels with the 1930s are there for all to see.’ 

IBMT Historical Consultant Richard Baxell 
spoke about the experience of the International 
Brigade prisoners during the Spanish Civil War. 

He drew from the biography of Battersea 
volunteer George Wheeler, ‘To Make the People 
Smile Again’, which, among other things, 
describes the appalling conditions in the San 
Pedro de Cardeña prison. 

 
Prisoners 

Baxell recounted that, even in their darkest 
hours, prisoners showed astonishing courage, 
finding ways to maintain their humanity, to resist, 
with physical exercise and good humour, and to 
outwit their oblivious guards. 

He ended by paying tribute to George 

Brigaders’ spirit must 
not be forgotten

CONTINUED OVERLEAF
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p PCS General Secretary Fran Heathcote speaking at the annual commemoration.

t Wreaths and flowers placed on the national 
memorial in London’s Jubilee Gardens. 
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The International 
Brigade Memorial 
Trust keeps alive the 
memory and spirit of 
the men and women 
who volunteered  
to fight fascism and 
defend democracy  
in Spain from  
1936 to 1939 
 
 
International Brigade Memorial Trust 
37a Clerkenwell Green, London EC1R 0DU  
Executive Officer Helen Oclee-Brown 
07865 272 639 
admin@international-brigades.org.uk 
www.international-brigades.org.uk 
Registered charity no.1094928 
 
 
President Marlene Sidaway 
president@international-brigades.org.uk 
Chair Jim Jump 
chair@international-brigades.org.uk 
Secretary Megan Dobney 
secretary@international-brigades.org.uk 
Treasurer Paul Coles 
treasurer@international-brigades.org.uk 
Scotland Secretary Mike Arnott 
scotland@international-brigades.org.uk 
Wales Secretary David McKnight 
wales@international-brigades.org.uk  
Other Executive Committee members 
David Chanter, Alex Gordon, John Haywood, 
Jonathan Havard, Alan Lloyd,  
Dolores Long, Luke O’Riordan 
 
Founding Chair Professor Sir Paul Preston 
Patrons Professor Peter Crome, Professor Helen 
Graham, Ken Livingstone, Len McCluskey, Christy 
Moore, Jack O’Connor, Maxine Peake, Baroness 
Royall of Blaisdon, Mick Whelan 
Historical Consultant Richard Baxell

Wheeler and all the other open-eyed volunteers, 
paraphrasing a line from Cecil Day Lewis’s ‘The 
Volunteer’, which is engraved on the memorial.  

There was an emotional send-off for Na-Mara 
– Paul McNamara and Rob Garcia – who are 
giving up touring and playing live gigs after 16 
years. As this would be their final performance at 
Jubilee Gardens, IBMT Secretary Megan Dobney 
presented them with flowers in the colours of the 
Spanish Republic. 

 
Importance 

IBMT Chair Jim Jump rounded off proceedings 
by underlining the importance of the IBMT's work 
and decrying attempts to overlook the 
contribution of the International Brigades to the 
20th century's long war against fascism. 

‘In the IBMT we're fighting back with our 
schools project, providing teaching aids and 
lesson plans so that pupils can be taught about 
the International Brigades and the Spanish  
Civil War.’ 

Thanking the wreath-layers, he singled out 
Isabel García, Deputy Consul at the Spanish 
embassy in London. He said the IBMT applauded 
the efforts of the current Spanish government, 

through its Law of Democratic Memory, to 
recognise the crimes committed against the 
supporters of the Spanish Republic. 

He went on: ‘I was struck by the words of your 
prime minister, Pedro Sánchez, while visiting 
Franco's grotesque former mausoleum at the 
Valley of Cuelgamuros earlier this year, when he 
said “Sin memoria no hay democracia” – there 
can be no democracy without memory.’ 

FROM PREVIOUS PAGE

NEWS

There was a welcome number of family 
members and descendants of International 
Brigaders among those present in  
Jubilee Gardens.  

The Brigaders represented on the day 
included Felicia Browne, Jimmy Burns, Noel 
Carritt, John Cornford, Len Crome, Jack 
Edwards, Otto Estensen, Harry Fraser, 
George Green, Nan Green, Edwin Greening, 
Jimmy Jump, Lou Kenton, Johnny Longstaff, 
David Marshall, Patrick O’Sullivan, Cyril 
Sexton, Hugh Slater, Alex Tudor-Hart, Rob 
Wardle and Tom Wintringham.

It’s a family affair

t IBMT Historical 
Consultant Richard 
Baxell.

u Colin Carritt 
(foreground, left), son of 

Brigader Noel Carritt, and 
Manuel Moreno  

in the crowd.

t Paul McNamara (right) 
and Rob Garcia  
of Na-Mara.

All commemoration photos by 
Andrew Wiard.
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Excavations begin in Madrid 
In August archaeological teams began work in 
Montecarmelo, Madrid, at a site next to 
Fuencarral cemetery, which is thought to contain 
a mass grave with the remains of 451 
International Brigaders. 

Among those who were buried at Fuencarral 
are the poet Julian Bell, Samuel Walsh, a cook 
from Newcastle, Arnold Jeans, a commercial 
traveller from Lancashire, and Edward Burke, a 
journalist and Unity Theatre actor from Croydon. 

This work is, in part, down to the tireless 
action led by the Madrid-based Association of 
Friends of the International Brigades (AABI) and 
supported by the IBMT and other Brigader groups 
around the world. 

Madrid city county had planned to build a 
refuse facility on the site, a move that was met by 
a campaign led by AABI. The IBMT also wrote a 
letter of protest to Madrid city authorities.  

 
Catalonia publishes details of dead 
A major survey of where International Brigaders 
died in Catalonia during the Spanish Civil War has 
established the names of 522 volunteers, 
including 86 from Britain and six from Ireland. 

The findings were published in May by 
Memòria Democràtica, the Catalan government’s 
historical memory agency, as part of its Alvah 
Bessie Programme, named after a prominent  
US volunteer. 

Family relatives of those who died in Catalonia 
are meanwhile being invited to come forward 
and register in Memòria Democràtica’s Census of 
Missing People. They will have the option of 
providing a DNA sample for its genetic 
identification programme. 

 
Sussex remembers volunteers 
There was a full house in Eastbourne’s Grove 
Theatre on 18 May for an evening of songs, film 
clips and spoken word on the theme of ‘Sussex 
and the Spanish Civil War’. 

Organised by the IBMT-affiliated Sussex 
Brigaders Remembered and scripted by former 
IBMT trustees Mike Anderson and Pauline  
Fraser, the event attracted an audience of some 
70 people.  

Anderson explained that the Spanish Civil War 
had a considerable impact on Sussex, with some 
30 volunteers from the county enlisting in the 
International Brigades, seven of whom lost  
their lives. 

Those who died in Spain were Julian Bell 
(Charleston), Vincent Deegan (Brighton), Tom 
Elliott (Worthing), George Fuller (Eastbourne), 
Donald MacDonald (Brighton), Thomas Sheehan 
(Brighton) and Roy Watts (Hove). In addition, 
Sydney Holland (Petworth), a pilot in the Spanish 
Republic's airforce, was also killed in action. 

Joint RMT-IBMT booklet launched 
'They Shall Not Pass' is a new fully illustrated joint 
publication by RMT and the IBMT. It tells the story 
of the railway workers and seafarers who in the 
1930s resisted fascism at home and, in the case 
of the Spanish Civil War, took up arms to stop 
Hitler, Mussolini and General Franco crushing the 
elected government of Spain.  

The booklet was launched at the RMT’s 
annual general meeting in Hull on 24 June. 
Addressing the conference, IBMT Chair Jim Jump 
said the RMT and members of its predecessor 
unions, the NUR rail union and the NUS maritime 
union, had a proud history of opposing fascism. 

Jump, a former editor of the NUS journal The 
Seaman, is a co-author of ‘They Shall Not Pass’, 
with Brian Denny and Steve Silver. It is available 
from the IBMT online shop for £5 plus p&p: 
www.international-brigades.org.uk/shop. 
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Inside the Grove 
Theatre, Eastbourne.

 The rain failed to dampen spirits at the 138th Durham Miners’ Gala in July. Braving the soggy 
conditions, members flew the Trust’s banner and enjoyed the music along the parade.

p From left: RMT General Secretary Mick Lynch, 
IBMT Chair Jim Jump and RMT Assistant General 
Secretary Eddie Dempsey.



Carbeth is a small hamlet in the beautiful 
rural hills and woodlands of 
Stirlingshire, nine miles north of the 

former shipbuilding town of Clydebank. The 
history of the Carbeth Hutters begins when 
returning soldiers from the First World War 
were granted camping rights by local 
landowner Allan Barns Graham.  

The area was noted as a magnet for the 
industrial working class living in the conurbations 
along the Clyde and seeking escape and 
recreation within the river’s rural hinterland. The 
more robust hut structures developed from the 
seasonal tented camping sites. 

The Hutters are a group, and a philosophy, 
which grew out of the First World War’s 
aftermath and the ‘camping and trekking’ 
explosion of the 1920s and 30s. The huts, 
associated camps and other parts of the area 
have strong links with the Clarion and the 
wider labour movement.  

Indeed, Rose Kerrigan, wife of leading 
International Brigade volunteer Peter, 
organised a camp there providing antenatal 
classes for expectant mothers from these 
working-class communities in the 30s. 

Having been aware for many years of 
Carbeth and its labour movement links, and 
keen to try and pin down rumoured links to 
the International Brigaders, I struck up an 
email dialogue with Tom McKendrick, a board 
member of the Carbeth Hutters Community 
Company. He has been incredibly helpful in 

6 ¡NO PASARÁN!  

The IBMT supports the work of affiliated local 
International Brigade memorial groups. Annual 
IBMT affiliation costs £40. You can affiliate 
through our website: www.international-
brigades.org.uk/membership. 
 
 
DIRECTORY 
 
l Aberdeen XV International Brigade 
Commemoration Committee 
Contact: Tommy Campbell 
tommy.campbell@outlook.com 
 
l Belfast International Brigade 
Commemoration Committee 
Contact: Ernest and Lynda Walker 
lyndaernest@btinternet.com 
 
l IB Cymru 
Contact: Mary Greening 
ibcymru@gmail.com 
facebook.com/groups/314892162181123 
 
l Hull International Brigades 
Memorial Group 
Contact: Gary Hammond 
thehutpeople@gmail.com 
 
l North East Volunteers for Liberty 
Contact: Tony Fox 
NEVolunteersforliberty@gmail.com 
 
l North West International Brigade 
Memorial Group 
Contact: Dolores Long 
doloreslong@fastmail.fm 
twitter.com/ibgtrmanchester 
 
l Oxford International Brigade 
Memorial Committee 
Contact: Colin Carritt 
colin.carritt@tiscali.co.uk 
 
l Sussex Brigaders Remembered 
Contact: Pauline Fraser 
pbf262@myphone.coop 
 

International Brigade 
Memorial Trust 
www.international-brigades.org.uk

Your local 
IBMT 
affiliated 
memorial 
group
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Soldiers’ tree 
with deep roots

MIKE ARNOTT 
delves into the 

history and tradition 
of a unique memorial 
in Scotland, which is 

also the latest entry in 
the IBMT’s database 

of memorials.

Carbeth Hutters and other volunteers in Spain.
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CARBETH HUTTERS



both confirming a number of links to the 
Brigaders and in initiating a dialogue within the 
wider Carbeth Hutter community to hopefully 
help us pin down more detailed information and 
handed-down recollections. 

He was familiar with the story that the camp 
and its surroundings had been used as an ad hoc 
training area for potential Brigaders, ideal for 
the purpose, with varieties of terrain (forests, 
hillsides and open ground) and well away from 
the sight of unsympathetic authorities.  

Evidence has also come down from Bob 
Grieve, who was a veteran attendee at the 
famous Craigallian Fire, a campfire site by 
Carbeth. His fellow ‘fire sitters’ were industrial 
workers and the unemployed, and the talk was 
of socialism and communism. Grieve and others 
were aware that a number of those who fought 
in Spain had been fire sitters at Craigallian.  

 

His sons, Willie and Iain, recalled their 
father’s anecdote that returning Spanish 
Civil War veterans brought a different 

edge to the camping. He claimed a number kept 
weapons to hunt deer on the slopes of Ben 
Lomond and the occasional exchange of shots 
with local gamekeepers was not unknown. The 
same website also mentions David McConnell, a 
fire sitter from Glasgow, who volunteered for 
Spain. Due to a hitherto undetected heart 
problem caused by a childhood bout of 

rheumatic fever, he failed the medical but was 
nevertheless accepted, allegedly due to the 
intercession of a family friend, Harry Pollitt, 
Communist Party General Secretary. 

But McConnell never made it. He was 
arrested by French police as he was crossing the 
Pyrenees and repatriated. British Secret Service 
files do indeed record him leaving the UK on a 

ferry in March 1938 but returning three days later. 
Tom has also confirmed the story of a 

‘farewell weekend’ at Carbeth, when girlfriends 
and comrades gathered to say goodbye to those 
who were about to depart for Spain.  

Most importantly, he has also been able to 
confirm three names of Brigaders associated 
with Carbeth, which we have been able to link 
to biographies on the IBMT website: Thomas 

Flynn from Glasgow, who was killed at 
Chimorra in April 1937, Andrew Smith from 
Clydebank and Joseph Harkins, also from 
Clydebank, who fell at Gandesa in July 1938. 
(Tom had a fourth name; James Harkins, 
Joseph’s brother, but we haven’t been able to 
confirm his being in Spain). 

Following the deaths in Spain, a tree was 
planted by the family of one of the fallen and 
was formally designated as The Soldiers Tree. It 
survives, is still remembered by this name today 
and is located at 55°58’53”N, 4°21’42”W, within 
the Carbeth Hut site. 

The story of the tree makes it possibly the 
oldest UK memorial to the fallen of the 
International Brigades, certainly the oldest in 
Scotland, and we have agreed to work with the 
Carbeth Hutters Community Company to 
supplement it with a formal, interpretative 
memorial. It has also been added to the  
IBMT’s official directory of memorials in Britain 
and Ireland: www.international-brigades. 
org.uk/memorial/carbeth. 

 
For more information about the Carbeth 
Hutters, go to www.carbethhutters.co.uk. 
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t The Soldiers Tree today.  
pp The Clarion Camp, with Clarion Hut, at Carbeth. 
p The Hutters and partners at the farewell 
weekend before the volunteers left for Spain. 

‘The Hutters are a 
group, and a 
philosophy, which  
grew out of the First 
World War’s aftermath 
and the ‘camping and 
trekking’ explosion of 
the 1920s and 30s.’
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THE 2024 ¡NO PASARÁN!    

RAFFLE

International Brigade Memorial Trust

Guided tour around one of the world’s greatest 
art galleries by an art historian and professional 
guide with fluent English. 

Second prize: Six bottles of fine Spanish wine. 

Plus many other runner-up prizes. 

Raffle draw on 11 December 2024. 

Tickets are £1 each. But them 
online via RallyUp: 
http://go.rallyup.com/ 
nopasaran2024  
or use this QR code. See the 
RallyUp page for terms.

Ë

Ë
Ë
Ë
Ë

Win two 
flights and 
two nights  
in Madrid*

Sc

J
g

g

*To a maximum of £500 in total for one or 
two people. Flights from any UK airport.

In the first floor 
main exhibition hall 
of Madrid’s Museo 

del Prado.

Madrid’s Plaza Mayor at nightfall.

Proceeds 
help fund the 

vital educational & 
commemorative 

work of the  
IBMT  

Plus a personalised tour of the Prado   Museum



International Brigade Memorial Trust
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Dangerous historical revisionism is on 
the rise. What’s at stake is the memory 
of the 20th century’s long war  

against fascism. 
We’re talking about the ‘people’s war’, a 

phrase coined by a former British Battalion 
commander during the Spanish Civil War, 
Tom Wintringham. He was referring to those 
people who, whether in armies or as 
resistance fighters or partisans, fought back 
against Europe’s fascist dictators and 
ultimately defeated the Nazi war machine 
 in 1945. 

There are now attempts to remove them 
from history. This is exemplified by the 
European Parliament’s now notorious 2019 
resolution on ‘European remembrance’, 
which asserted that communism and fascism 
were equivalent ideologies.  

Blame for the Second World War was 
shared by the Soviet Union and Hitler’s 
Germany, the MEPs went on to claim. 

Search the long-winded resolution’s 2,400 
words and what you won’t find is any 
reference to the role played by Britain, then 
still a great power, in appeasing Europe’s 
fascist dictators. It’s as if the 1938 Munich 
Pact that abandoned Czechoslovakia to Nazi 
militarism never happened.  

Nor did MEPs bother to mention Spain’s 
civil war, in which the policy of appeasement 
manifested itself as tacit approval for the 
toppling of another democracy, in this case the 
Spanish Republic. The consequences were 
dire. The Axis powers were emboldened by 
Franco’s victory and the march towards a new 
world war became unstoppable. 

Whether deliberately or out of ignorance, 
the vast majority of MEPs, including, 
shamefully, the pre-Brexit Labour group, 
blatantly disregarded these historical truths. 

  

The need to challenge distortions and 
omissions of this sort helps explain  
why the IBMT is redoubling efforts  

to make sure the Spanish Civil War is taught  
in schools.  

A range of new teaching aids and lesson 
plans has been produced over the past 18 
months and are already on the IBMT’s 
website. They are still being added to. The 
aim is to help Key Stage 3 pupils (11 to 14-
year-olds) study the real reasons for the 
conflagration that engulfed Europe and then 
the world from 1939 to 1945. 

While learning about the rise of fascism at 
home and abroad, pupils are asked to explore 
why so many people from Britain – more that 
2,000 in total – were willing to defy their own 

government and courted death fighting in a 
foreign war. More than 500 of them gave their 
lives in Spain. 

The teaching modules have been put 
together with the help of history teachers  
and students from Leeds University and 
sympathetic educationalists. Individual  
IBMT members have donated towards the 
project and there has been funding from a 
progressive educational charity, the Lipman-
Miliband Trust. 

Also online are resources for students, 
trade unionists and people of all ages. They 
include a digital version of the IBMT’s 
Antifascistas exhibition and a broader 
 history of the International Brigades and the 
war in Spain. 

Judging by contemporary political events 
and the growing influence of neo-fascism 
across Europe, the IBMT’s educational 
initiative is badly needed.  

The battle for 
history begins 
in the classroom

Teaching young people 
about the International 
Brigades and the 
Spanish Civil War is  
vital for a proper 
understanding of  
20th century history,  
writes JIM JUMP.

CONTINUED OVERLEAF
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EDUCATION

p IBMT Chair Jim Jump speaking at this year’s annual commemoration in London\s Jubilee Gardens. 

u School students exploring the International 
Brigade archive at the Marx Memorial Library  

in London. 
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The long procession of refugees fleeing from Málaga pictured by Hazen Sise.

 

IBMT, 37a Clerkenwell Green, London EC1R 0DU l 07865 272 639  
admin@international-brigades.org.uk l www.international-brigades.org.uk

INTERNATIONAL BRIGADE MEMORIAL TRUST

Programme for the 2025 Battle of Jarama commemoration organished by AABI,  
the Madrid-based Association of Friends of the International Brigades

REMEMBER JARAMA

If you plan to attend all or any of these events and want to make contact with other IBMT members or have any 
queries, email IBMT Scotland Secretary Mike Arnott: scotland@international-brigades.org.uk

Thursday 20 February 
Madrid 
l 7pm: ‘The Volunteers’, a play written by 
Charles Nusser of the Lincoln Battalion, at 
Centro Cultural de la Mujer, 19 Cayetano 
Pando, Madrid 28047.  
l Afterwards, reception at the AABI office, 
3 Cayetano Pando, Local 4, Madrid 28047. 
 
Friday 21 February 
Madrigueras 
l 9am: Departure Hotel Agumar, 7 Paseo 
de la Reina Cristina, Madrid 28014. 

l Pass through Saelices to see the 
American Hospital (Villa Paz). 
l Visit to the International Brigades 
memorial in Madrigueras. 
l Lunch. 
l Return through Tarancón to see the 
Hospitalillo. 
 
Saturday 22 February 
Jarama March 
l 8.45am: Departure Hotel Agumar. 
l Route following Lincoln Battalion’s steps 
and XVth Brigade positions. 

l Visit to the identified place of the 
American memorial. 
l 1.30pm: Lunch. 
 l 3.30pm: Return to Madrid. 
 
Sunday 23 February 
Madrid 
l 11am: Meet at the exit of the 
Montecarmelo metro station for a visit to 
the Fuencarral cemetery.  
l Homage at the International Brigade 
plaque and a tour of the possible mass 
grave site. 
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We have recently had the grotesque 
spectacle of Boris Johnson brandishing a 
banner with Waffen-SS insignia in the Palace 
of Westminster as well as a standing ovation 
for an SS veteran in the Canadian parliament. 
In Italy and Spain, the political heirs of 
Mussolini and Franco are being elected to 
national and regional office. 

Under the cover of the war in Ukraine, 
revanchist political movements have gone 
mainstream. In Eastern Europe Nazi 
collaborators of the 1940s have been 
rehabilitated. Memorials to the Red Army, the 
liberators of much of Europe from fascism, 
are being demolished.  

 

The memory of those who fought fascism 
in Spain is also being erased. The IBMT 
has had to protest to the authorities in 

Croatia and Poland over the removal of 
memorials to International Brigade 
volunteers. 

We want school students to learn that, for 
the three years before Britain’s eventual 
declaration of war against Germany, the 
crucible of the global anti-fascist struggle was 
in Spain. 

Not so long ago the IBMT had occasion to 
write to a major publisher of GCSE revision 
guides. One of its modern history books 

dismissed the war in Spain as a conflict 
between communists and right-wing rebels, 
while the League of Nations ‘looked on 
helplessly’.  

In reality Britain, with France in tow, 
cynically promoted ‘non-intervention’, which 
meant denying the Spanish Republic the right 
to buy weapons to defend itself. Prime 
ministers Baldwin and Chamberlain knew it 
would lead to the Spanish Republic being 
crushed by Franco’s army along with 80,000 
troops sent by Mussolini and Hitler’s 17,000-
strong airborne Condor Legion, the butchers 
of Guernica. 

Meanwhile tens of thousands of volunteers 
from around the world made their way to 
Spain to join the International Brigades. Most 
of them, MEPs please take note, were 
communists, yet loyal to the elected socialist-
led government of Spain. 

The British government knew exactly 
what it was doing. Sir Robert Vansittart, chief 
diplomatic adviser at the Foreign Office 
during the civil war, noted privately: ‘The 
whole course of our policy of non-
intervention – which has effectively, as we  
all know, worked in an entirely one-side 
manner – has been putting a premium on 
Franco’s victory.’ 

The outcome of the war was thus sealed. 
Franco, the jack-booted generalísimo who 

kept a portrait of Hitler on his desk, ruled 
Spain until his death in 1975 in an implacably 
brutal dictatorship – one that provided a 
template for the murderous strongmen of 
Latin America, from Stroessner and Banzer in 
Paraguay and Bolivia, to Pinochet and Videla 
in Chile and Argentina. 

The contribution of the International 
Brigades to the anti-fascist struggle did not 
end when Franco marched into Madrid. Many 
continued the fight in the ensuing world war 
as part of what was, in the words of one 
historian, ‘an unbroken line of anti-fascist 
resistance’. 

 

Historical revisionism towards the 
Spanish Civil War is nothing new of 
course. During the Cold War, when 

anti-communism became the official  
ideology of the West, International Brigade 
volunteers were ‘premature anti-fascists’ or 
‘dupes of Stalin’. 

US President Ronald Reagan, who had no 
qualms about paying his respects at a 
cemetery in Germany with the graves of SS 
soldiers, said of the Lincoln Battalion 
volunteers in 1985: ‘With regard to the 
Spanish Civil War… I would say that the 
individuals that went over there were, in the 
opinions of most Americans, fighting on the 
wrong side.’ 

This latest wave of revisionism first crossed 
over from fringe reactionary circles to the 
political mainstream in 2008 with the so-
called Prague Declaration by a group of East 
European political leaders.  

In the following year the European 
Parliament called for the ‘adjustment and 
overhaul of European history textbooks so 
that children can learn and be warned about 
communism and its crimes in the same  
way as they have been taught to assess the 
Nazi crimes’. 

All such crimes should of course be taught 
– along with those perpetrated by Britain and 
other imperial powers.  

But, when it comes to learning about the 
build-up to the Second World War, our 
children deserve better. We want them to 
discover how important the Spanish Civil  
War was in shaping mid-20th century  
history. We want them to learn how so many 
men and women saw through their 
government’s deceptions and risked their  
lives to fight fascism. 

They weren’t all saints or heroes. But, as 
Spanish Republican leader Dolores Ibárruri, 
la Pasionaria, presciently said in her farewell 
message to the International Brigades: ‘You 
are history. You are legend.’ 

FROM PAGE 9

‘We want school students to learn that, for 
the three years before Britain’s eventual 
declaration of war against Germany, the 
crucible of the global anti-fascist struggle 
was in Spain.’

Jim Jump speaking in 
London’s Jubilee 
Gardens this year.
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1 2 3

4

6 7 8 9

10 11 12

5

1 London South Bank 
2 Hull 
3 Glasgow 
4 Middlesbrough 
5 Belfast 
6 Reading 
7 Kirkcaldy 
8 Manchester 
9 Cardiff 
10 London Portobello Road 
11 Oxford 
12 Bristol

There are nearly 200 
memorials to the 
International 

Brigades around Britain 
and Ireland. 

They come in all shapes 
and sizes, from plaques to 
grand public scuptures, 
from paintings to mosaics 
and from memorial 
benches and trees to 
stained-glass windows. 

The IBMT supports 
initiatives to raise new 
memorials and 
encourages their upkeep 
and use as focal points for 
rallies and annual 
commemorations. 

Go to our website – 
www.international-
brigades.org.uk/ 
memorials/ – for the full list 
and a memorial map. And 
tell us if any memorials re 
mising or if the list needs to 
be amended. 

These memorials play a 
vital in fulfilling our task of 
keeping alive the memory 
and spirit of solidarity and 
anti-fascism of the 
International Brigades.  

Cherish your local 
memorial. Protect it and 
use it. ¡No pasarán!



THE TATTAM BROTHERS

My two uncles – my mum’s brothers – 
Bill and Edward Tattam, went to 
Spain to join the International 

Brigades and were the only two brothers who 
didn’t return. 

In early 1900, my mother’s parents, Harry 
and Anne Tattam, were Labour councillors in 
Seaham Harbour, County Durham. While 
working on the railways, Harry had been 
active in his union, and this got him the sack. 

He then became a coal miner but initially 
had no idea how arduous it was going down 
Dawdon Pit. He was a tall man, gassed in 
World War I, working a two-foot seam, black 
as pitch.  

Harry became chairman of Dawdon 
Miners Lodge but eventually had to leave the 
pit due to his bad health.  

Still, every market day, he would stand on 
the War memorial in Seaham Harbour  
and speak of socialism – he was known as 
 ‘Red Harry’. 

Anne and Harry had 10 children: seven 
boys and three girls. The eldest, Tom, 
emigrated to the States in 1924. The pits 
around Seaham Harbour were the only option 
for the rest of the sons. In July 1925, the mine 
owners gave notice of reduced wages of (20 
per cent) and increased hours – as if life 
wasn’t hard enough already!  

May Day 1926: my mother was eight, but 
she remembered a happy time in the parade, 

SHEILA GRAY explores 
her Teesside family’s 
history to share the 
story of two uncles who 
both fought in Spain.

‘It is not merely a 
matter of being 
brave – just sensible. 
What would people 
do if fascism  
caught them in  
its filthy coils?’
14 ¡NO PASARÁN!

Bill Tattam: British Battalion banner bearer.



sitting on a co-op dairy cart with other miners’ 
children.  

In the General Strike that followed, they 
went to the Miners’ Hall, where her mother, 
my grandmother, helped prepare meals for 
the striking miners and their families. She 
remembered that, as time went on, there was 
little or no food to share, and people had cold, 
unheated homes.  

The situation was desperate: when looking 
for coal on an unstable slag heap, two boys  
she knew from school were buried alive with 
their father. 

 
Bill Tattam 
Around this time Bill wrote to his brother in 
America: ‘I have tried to get work since the pit 
came out – ship’s cook, navy, mental nurse, 
motor works, all have been unsuccessful. And 
what a fear I have of going down the pit again.’ 

At the 1929 election, Ramsay MacDonald 
said: ‘Labour could solve mining and similar 
difficulties through the ballot box.’ Also in 
1929, Bill wrote: ‘Pop thinks they will do 
wonders – I don’t. No, there are too many 
with the money – in the Labour Party, I mean 
… they’ll want a say … and again the 
capitalists, they’ll fight like hell for every 
halfpenny they lose, and will Labour fight 
back? 'I for one don’t trust them, But time will 
show.’ 

Bill became a lecturer with the Worker’s 
Education Association and was active in the 
National Unemployed Workers’ Movement 
(NUWM) and the Communist Party of  
Great Britain.  

He wrote to his sister-in-law in the USA 
(28 January, probably 1934): ‘Within the next 
few days, I shall have taken my place in the 
ranks of the National Hunger Marches. We 
march 300 miles upon London to 
demonstrate our disgust of the National 
Government … against hunger and war, and 
against the new Unemployment Bill [Slave 
Bill]. We shall be met with all the forces of 

opposition … They shall do their best to stop 
us – they shall not succeed … 2000 
unemployed hold aloft the banner of revolt.’ 

When official secret government records 
were eventually released, they showed that 
Bill Tattam, after addressing a political 
meeting in London after a hunger march (of 
which there were six), was followed by Special 
Branch from the meeting to a house, which I 
think was probably his sister’s.  

My mother remembered: ‘One evening 
late in November 1936, Bill came to see my 
sister Margaret and me [in her house in 
London]. He was going to Spain. He had a 
small knapsack with very little in it and was to 
meet his companions that very evening.  

My sister, ten years older than me, was 
furious as he had a wife and a very young son, 
but she gave him a big hug before he left. I 
asked him why he was going – he might be 
killed. “Yes”, he said, “I might, but if Fascism 
in Spain is not stopped, the bombs raining 
down on them will happen to us”’. 

Then in a letter to his parents from the 
International Brigades training base at 
Albacete, Bill wrote:‘There are many of our 
comrades from America and England who 
will never walk the lanes in the country or 
smell the freshness of spring, but they have 
not died in vain. For it is they who understand 
and know the only way to combat and beat 
fascism.’  

 

And then another letter with no details of 
place or date but must be 1936 was very 
hastily written:  

Greetings to you both for Xmas and the 
New Year … liked to have spent it with you … 
don’t alarm yourselves when I tell you I’m 
trying to join the International Column in 
Madrid – it's only because of having no 
military training I’m not already there … not 
because I like killing and war … I have a 
terrific dread of it – but the place of each anti-
fascist … is in the front line … and hard work 

to build up 
unity to actively 
fight against it and for 
every help to the Spanish 
Govt. or else it means killing and 
maiming of millions in another Nationwide 
war.  

Weeping and a heavy heart won’t help, 
think of the mothers of all the others – and 
how they are carrying on. So here’s to the 
quickest victory of the workers of Spain – an 
end to fascism all over the world, then peace 
on earth, goodwill to men shall be a living 
reality. Love to all, Bill. 

My parents met at this time – my dad was 
in Sunderland Young Communist League and 
his Independent Labour Party older sister 
had joined the Communist Party.  

They put an appeal in the Sunderland Echo 
for ‘Aid for Spain’, which my mum answered – 
my dad took lots of envelopes to her home for 
her to get cash collections. She knocked on 

CONTINUED OVERLEAF

Why did my two 
uncles die?

International Brigade Memorial Trust
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Sheila Gray speaking at the IBMT 
Annual General Meeting in 2023 in 

Stockon-on-Tees.



THE TATTAM BROTHERS

every door in her village. No matter how poor 
people were, she said, there was always 
money in the envelope – except at a wealthy 
house, where she was given an empty 
envelope from the maid! Mum joined the 
YCL and became very active. 

Shortly before his death, Bill wrote: 
‘Everyone MUST make sacrifices – I think 
the women and children bear the most. 
Bombed and shelled with no chance of hitting 
back and hardly any food …Those days when 
we were kids in war-time were little beside 
this. If only people of the world realised just 
what is happening, they would move hell  
itself to bring help to the people here. So 
mother, keep going, we will win through yet, 
despite all.’ 

Bill was killed after he and another 
Brigader were thrown off a truck travelling at 
night to Brunete. They kicked out the lights to 
travel in the dark and a following truck ran 
over him. The other Brigader survived.  

Former IBMT researcher Jim Carmody 
said that Bill Tattam died near Escorial on the 
way to Brunete. Another historian, Alan 
Warren, said judging by a passage in Maurice 
Levine’s booklet ‘From Cheetham to 
Cordova’, the date of Bill’s death is more 
likely to be 7 July – at the start of the offensive 
– rather than 17 July, as assumed.  

In 2007, Moira sat tearfully in the trenches 
at Jarama, reading and remembering. None of 
the family had been to Spain since that war. 

 
Edward Tattam  
My other uncle, Edward, had joined the 
British Army as the only way out of the pit. He 
wrote: ‘I know little, if at all, about so-called 
politics – what little I know I’ve learned from 
Bill. Once upon a time, I worked in a dark 
mine … and I decided to leave’. After six 
years (four in India), he returned home and 
joined the Communist Party. 

After hearing of Bill’s death, Edward 
decided to go to Spain to fight. His years in 
the army would have been a welcome addition 
to the Spanish Republican forces.  

Younger brother Harry recalled Edward 
saying ‘Remember Bill’ before he went. He 
had rid himself of the outlook the army  
had cultivated.  

At the anti-fascist march in Bermondsey, 
Edward broke loose and smashed up a band 
of fascists without any assistance. Harry 
added: ‘That day convinced him he was more 
useful in Spain.’  

Harry said his goodbyes to Edward at 
Victoria station: ‘He said he was never so 
cheerful in his life. A dozen more lads were 

there – in little groups – trying to look like 
continental week-enders, but somehow they 
failed to give that impression. One could 
recognise the faces of men going to meet the 
struggle – the stations are watched – hence 
the dramatic exit.’ The non-intervention pact 
meant it was illegal to fight in Spain. 

Edward wrote to his mother: 'I left for 
Spain rather in a hurry and didn’t have time to 
see you. You know why I went. I did not come 
merely to avenge our brave Bill’s death. Think 

of all the young lives in Spain, innocent 
children, helpless old people and the, as yet, 
unborn babies … Mother, we must carry on, 
try to fall in where Bill left off and carry on the 
fight. It is not merely a matter of being brave 
– just sensible. What would people do if 
fascism caught them in its filthy coils?’ 

In April 1938, Edward was reported 
missing in Aragon. It wasn’t until my father, 
years later, met a fellow building worker who 
had been with Edward in Spain and heard 
what happened. He said they were retreating 
through an olive grove. Edward and a 
comrade had rifles, so stayed back to hold the 
advancing Moorish troops.  

Edward was shot in the leg; his comrade 
was shot in the throat after running and 
shouting: ‘Get Tattam! Get Tattam! Edward 
died soon after. So ferocious was the 
onslaught by the fascists they could not go 
back to rescue him. 

I was young at the time my dad related this 
to my mum. I didn’t really understand, but I 
remember my mum pleading with dad: ‘Don’t 
tell mother! Don’t tell mother!’ The Moorish 
troops were known to be particularly vicious 
to their captives.  

The death certificate issued by the 
Ministry of National Defence in Barcelona on 
7 December 1938 states that Edward died at 
Caspe-Belchite on 17 March 1938 as a result 
of wounds received in action. 

  
Sister’s return  
While we were in Spain, my mother was asked 
to open a new exhibition about the Spanish 
Civil War and the International Brigades, 
including the role of her two brothers.  

She was filmed by Catalan TV and the 
audience cheered and clapped – even cried – 
and mum said to me: ‘Today I’ve become 
myself again!’ Despite being in her late 80s, 
she had indeed become the feisty political 
fighter once more.  

After losing two brothers in Spain, younger 
brother Jack joined the Merchant Navy at age 
19 and during the Second World War he was 
on the aid convoys crossing the Atlantic.  

On one of the trips, his ship, the Bradfyne, 
which was carrying ore from the States, was 
torpedoed by a Nazi U-boat on 22 November 
1940, reportedly off the Irish coast. Jack 
drowned along with most of the crew. Only 
two survived.  

My mum said the ship had no military 
escort – many didn’t. The remaining brothers 
all fought in the Second World War, a war that 
had been predicted – and probably prevented 
– if the Spanish Republic had got the support 
they needed to defeat fascism. 

FROM PREVIOUS PAGE
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‘The remaining 
brothers all fought in 
the Second World 
War, a war that had 
been predicted – and 
probably prevented 
– if the Spanish 
Republic had got the 
support they needed 
to defeat fascism.’

p Edward in British Army uniform.
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p A 1932 newspaper clipping in the Tattam family 
archive. It depicts one of the six hunger marches. 
 
u A page from the souvenir programme of the 
memorial meeting in honour of the North East men 
of the British Battalion who died in Spain at City Hall, 
Newcastle-on-Tyne, on 15 January 1939. 
 
q Moira, Sheila’s mother, in 2007, remembering her 
brother Bill, who died at Brunete in 1937.
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FROM BARCELONA TO ARAGÓN

Between 13 and 20 May, I travelled to Spain 
with a small group of Orwell Society 
members. The party included Orwell’s 

son, Richard Blair (who celebrated his 80th 
birthday on the tour), Quentin Kopp (son of 
Georges Kopp, Orwell’s commander in Spain), 
Liz Kopp (whose father was a Czech 
International Brigader), Australian academic 
Judith Keene and several other members from 
around the world.  

Local historian Nick Lloyd joined us in 
Barcelona and was our translator for Aragón 
historian Víctor Pardo Lancina. The trip was 
exhausting but incredibly interesting – and at 
times very moving. 

We had one day in Barcelona to ourselves; we 
took a tour bus and visited the Fundació Miró. 
Even here we could not escape the Spanish Civil 
War, as we saw Alex Calder’s Mercury Fountain 
which appeared with Picasso’s Guernica painting 
at the Paris world fair in 1937. In the evening, we 
visited the Benjamin Franklin International 
School, which during the civil war was the 
Maurín sanatorium, where Orwell recuperated 
from being shot in the throat.  

The next day the tour started in earnest with 
Nick Lloyd giving us a memorable walking tour 
of Barcelona and Spanish Civil War sights. 

During the day, a plaque was unveiled to 
Orwell in the Poliorama, where he was on sentry 
duty during the ‘May Days’ disturbances in 
1937. We were privileged to be allowed inside 
the building, going up and down the spiral 
staircase that Orwell mentions in ‘Homage to 
Catalonia’ and going on the roof where he was 
on guard duty.  

In the evening, we visited the Café Moka, 
which was opposite the Poliorama and was 
occupied by Civil Guards during the ‘May Days’. 

The next day we left for Aragón. On our first 
day there, we visited a Republican bunker at 
Lanaja and then we went to visit restored 
Nationalist trenches at San Simón.  

Orwell finally drinks 
coffee in Huesca

CHRISTOPHER HALL reports from the Orwell 
Society’s 2024 visit to Spain taking in sites  

described in ‘Homage to Catalonia‘.

t Orwell sculpture in Huesca’s main park. Notice, 
bottom right, the coffee cup. A common saying 
among Republican troops was they looked forward 
to drinking coffee in Huesca. But Huesca stayed in 
Nationalist hands throughout the civil war. 
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The political situation in Aragón was 
noticeable: some general information boards 
had been attacked and fascist stickers were on 
the information board. A bouquet lay next to a 
memorial to the Nationalists. Later, we visited 
restored trenches at Ruta Orwell, where Orwell 
served when he first arrived on the Aragón front. 

The following day we visited the main park in 
Huesca. Here there are two Fascist memorials 
and one to Ramón Acín, a pacifist anarchist 
educator murdered by the Falange. We left 
Huesca to see the remains of Sariñena airport 
and from there we travelled to the village where 
Orwell’s septic hand was treated.  

Later we had access to an old monastery, La 
Cartuja de las Fuentes. The damage caused by 
anarchist troops posted there was clearly visible: 
bullet holes, damaged religious images, names of 
soldiers and units written and inscribed on the 
walls, and even some sexual images. In the 
afternoon we visited the Spanish Civil War 
museum at Robres that focuses on the war in 
Aragón. This contains a large mural featuring the 
names of those killed in the region during the war 
and the dictatorship. There are 8,913 names; if it 

were made today, there would be over 10,000. 
The next day, we visited La Granja, the place 

of Orwell’s ‘great bloated brutes’ (rats!), and 
then on to the Tierz roundhouse, where you can 
clearly see ‘POUM’ inscribed on the outside. 
Next was the mediaeval castle of Monte Aragón, 
where John Cornford served when he was in the 
POUM militia. Later we visited the restored 
trenches at Santa Quiteria, which dominates the 
surrounding flat terrain.  

In the distance, we could see Tardienta 
where Felicia Browne was killed. 

The final day saw the unveiling of the Orwell 
sculpture in Huesca’s main park. A large and 
enthusiastic crowd turned up, but it was 

noticeable that the leader of the right-wing local 
government did not attend, and her deputy’s 
speech was somewhat lukewarm. After the 
unveiling, the Orwell Society members and 
locals celebrated in a local restaurant. Here the 
locals began singing and dancing; two numbers I 
remember were ‘Red and Black Cockerel’ and 
‘Anda Jaleo’. The international contingent’s best 
effort was ‘Waltzing Matilda’, belted out   by our 
three Antipodean comrades.  

 
Christoper Hall is the author of ‘In Spain with 
Orwell: George Orwell and the Independent 
Labour Party Volunteers in the Spanish Civil 
War, 1936-1939’. 

‘The political 
situation in Aragón 
was noticeable: 
fascist stickers 
were on the 
information board 
and a bouquet lay 
next to a memorial 
to the Nationalists.’ 

q Monument in main Huesca park honouring the murdered anarchist educator and 
pacifist Ramón Acín. 

q Bullet Hole and anarchist graffiti at the monastery of La Cartuja de las 
Fuentes in Aragón. 

p Castle of Monte Aragón near Huesca, where John Cornford served for a time in the POUM militia. 
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‘Romanceros: Poems inspired  
by the Spanish Civil War’ by  
Bob Beagrie (Drunk Muse  
Press, 2024). 
 
 

Much to the annoyance of many 
International Brigaders, the Spanish Civil 
War has often been referred to as a 

‘poet’s war’. It was no such thing, of course. Most 
volunteers, certainly in Spain, had neither the 
inclination nor the means to put their thoughts 
into verse.  

But, as with all clichés, there is always an 
element of truth to it. WH Auden had ‘poets 
exploding like bombs’ in his outstanding poem 
‘Spain 1937’. Auden, along with the likes of 
Stephen Spender and Sylvia Townsend Warner, 

made propaganda trips to wartime Spain. 
Cecil Day Lewis, whose poem ‘The Volunteer’ 

contains the lines ‘We came because our open 
eyes / Could see no other way’, wrote the best 
known tribute to the International Brigades. 

Two young poets, Julian Bell and John Cornford, 
were killed as International Brigaders, while other 
volunteers were inspired to put poetic pen to 
paper in Spain and after the civil war. 

This fine collection of no fewer than 57 
poems by Teessider Bob Beagle sits firmly in this 
proud tradition. 

The title ‘Romanceros’, which more or less 
means poetic ballads in Spanish, is also an 
indirect acknowledgement of the role that poetry 
played in the war effort in Spain itself. Republican 
planes scattered copies of poems over rebel 
troops and thousands of romanceros were written 

and published in broadsheets that were sent to 
Republican trenches.            

Beagrie draws out the emotion and drama of 
the war in Spain by personalising much of the 
action described.  

We hear the final thoughts of Felicia Browne – 
the first British casualty of the war – before she is 
killed in action. Ambushed while trying to blow up 
a munitions train, she dies because she must 

Play a tune for would-be heroes
‘The visceral 
reality of torn 
flesh, blood, terror 
and pain of war is 
everywhere.’

‘A Gypsy and a Rebel: Lillian 
Urmston in the Spanish Civil War’ 
by Linda Palfreeman and  
Alicia García López (The Clapton 
Press, 2024). 
 

Lillian Urmston was only 19 when she 
volunteered as a nurse in the Spanish Civil 
War. Driven by a strong sense of social justice, 

she went to Spain because it was 'the right thing to 
do', a motto that underscored much of what 
Urmston did throughout her life.  

In this new work, authors Linda Palfreeman and 
Alicia García López shine a light on Urmston's 
remarkable journey from Stalybridge schoolgirl to 
her work as a front-line nurse in Spain, France, 
Egypt and Italy. The authors skillfully capture the 
essence of Urmston's character – her unwavering 
determination and willingness to challenge societal 
and personal boundaries. 

‘A Gypsy and a Rebel’ is an evocative and 
meticulously researched biography. It does an 
excellent job of situating Urmston within the wider 
context of the civil war, illustrating how her 
experiences reflect the broader struggles and 
ideologies that defined the period. 

Palfreeman and García López's writing is both 
engaging and informative. They seek throughout to 
meld detailed historical analysis with the more 

personal, emotional aspects of Urmston's life.  
Do not be deceived by the slenderness of this 

tome – it is brimming with detail and has a healthy 
notes section. At times, this may induce information 
overload in readers less familiar with the 
complexities of the Spanish Civil War. However, this 
magazine’s readership is unlikely to be affected.  

Primary sources, including letters and 
photographs, enrich the narrative by providing readers 
with an intimate glimpse into Urmston's thoughts and 
feelings. These first-hand accounts provide a vivid 
and personal dimension to the historical events, 
grounding the reader in the day-to-day misery of 
those who lived through the war.  

One of the book's strengths is its exploration of 
the complications and contradictions of Urmston's 
life. The authors do not shy away from examining 
the difficulties she faced, including the challenges 

of being a woman in a male-dom  inated 
environment and economic hardship thwarting her 
ambition (she had wanted to be a doctor, which 
was financially impossible). They also stress the 
emotional toll of witnessing the horrors of war. 

This  nuanced approach allows for a more 
rounded and human portrayal of Urmston, making 
her story all the more powerful. 

And yet there is no time for sentiment, a stance I 
suspect Urmston would have approved of. She 
realised she had what it took to go to Spain 
because she could give ‘the right kind of sympathy 
without too much sugar attached’. 

But how did a teenager from Tameside end up 
in Spain? By answering a call from the Spanish 
Medical Aid Committee (SMAC) – the authors 
background on SMAC is especially compelling. They 
highlight the generosity of the British public, even in 
poorer areas. Many also volunteered, including 
Urmston and surgeon Douglas Jolly, alongside 
whom Urmston worked and of whom Alexander 
Tudor-Hart said: ‘He was the best surgeon we had.’ 

Urmston had an inauspicious start to her time in 
Spain. After travelling the length of France, she and 
Australian nurse Dorothy Law were detained in Port 
Bou. On arriving Barcelona, they were given a cool 
reception by Rosita Davson. (Davson ran the SMAC 
flat in the city and ‘never had much time for nurses’, 
according to Urmston.) 

Sympathy without the sugar

‘She always acted 
according to her 
conscience and was 
unfailing in her 
allegiance to the 
most vulnerable.’



While ‘A Gypsy and a Rebel’ describes 
Urmston’s time in Spain in full, the standout – and 
stomach-churning – moments come in the 
descriptions of front-line tr eatment. Techniques 
learnt in Spain (many from Jolly), particularly in 
treating abdominal and pulmonary wounds, would 
go on to in form procedures used during the Second 
World War. Urmston herself would give training talks 
to other front-line medical professionals.  

She did not hold back: a news report on one of 
Urmston’s teaching sessions said ‘the audience 
were made to feel the horror of the war, and the 
sufferings of the Spanish people.’ 

Although not politically affiliated, Urmston was 
pollically aware, especially when it came to her sex. 
Palfreeman and García López emphasise her 
independent spirit and ambition to forge her own 
career that ‘neither boyfriends nor husbands were 
going to hamper’. She was joined in her dismissal 
 of ‘tradi tionally feminine characteristics’ by, among 
 others, Nan Green, who refuted the idea that she 
herself had gone to Spain ‘to join her husband’, 
Brigader George Green. 

The book describes Urmston’s feelings of 
political marginalisation. She had little time for the 
commissars who didn’t take up arms, although she 

was keen on their cars, which she occasionally 
‘borrowed’. Yet she always acted according to her 
conscience and was unfailing in her allegiance to 
the most vulnerable. As an example, the passages 
describing her leaving Republican refugees in 
concentration camps    in France  – and her inability to 
return to help them – are heartbreaking.  

'A Gypsy and a Rebel' is a valuable addition to 
the literature on the Spanish Civil War and women's 
history. This book is a must-read for those 
interested in war––  -  time medical care and th  e 
power of individual conviction. 

HELEN OCLEE-BROWN 
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rescue a wounded comrade.  
There are more deaths, including that of Walter 

Tapsell, captured and shot by Italian troops at 
Calaceite. He makes his final stand in ‘Where’s 
Wally’: ‘There’s the dead glare in his eyes even 
before he hits the ground / There is the small 
cloud of gun smoke from he barrel of a pistol / 
There is the rosette bullet-hole flowering in the 
soil of his flesh’.  

Elsewhere there is an imagined conversation 
between two Teessiders in the Anti-Tank Battery: 
Tommy Chilvers and Otto Estensen, who strums a 
mandolin in a well-known photograph of the 
battery. ‘“Play a tune for would be heroes” / Tommy 
tells him, beneath icicle stars’. 

 More Teessiders provide inspiration for other 
poems, among them George Bright, Bert Overton 
and John Unthank. So do other notable 
volunteers: Clive Branson, Fred Copeman, 
Patience Darton, Charlie Donnelly, Doug Jolly, and 
Laurie Lee. 

For the most part the Brigaders are conjured 
up in heroic mode, engaged in an epic but 

ultimately doomed struggle. But the visceral 
reality of torn flesh, blood, terror and pain of war 
is everywhere. 

Some powerful lines appear, for example, in a 
poem on the Condor Legion’s destruction of 
Guernica. They double up as a homage to 
Picasso’s masterpiece of the same name – ‘bare 
breast, mouths stretched to gnaw at stars / as 
fingers rake at God to steal a shred of mercy’. 

Arranged in a loose chronology, from Felicia 
Browne’s death in August 1936 through to 
memories of fighting in the summer of 1938 at 
the Ebro, the last great battle of the war: ‘… a 
past’s incessant groan / of bayonets and bullets 
/ the bridge finally blown / its wreckage left to 
rot, / silenced with signatures / on the pact of 
forgetting / as white hills shimmer / murmur 
and remember.’ 

With tragic inevitability the collection 
concludes with the Franco dictatorship: ‘What 
was left in the aftermath was pain. The bite of a 
rabid bear, the rake of a leopard’s claw.’ 

 JIM JUMP

p Portrait of a militiawoman by Felicia Browne, 
who was the first British casualty of the war. Her 
final thoughts are imagined in Beagrie’s collection.

t From right: Lillian 
Urmston, Keith (Andy) 
Andrews, Dorothy Rutter 
and Leah Manning with 
British, American and 
Spanish orderlies in 
Cedrillas (Teruel).



Many families have a trove 
of photos and other 
documents that 

belonged to a parent, grandparent 
or great-grandparent who spent 
time in the International Brigades. 

A case in point are these photos 
brought back from Spain by 
Londoner William Leonard Wilson 
(left), a painter and decorator from 

Camberwell, where he died in 1965, aged 58.  
Wilson was in Spain from 10 December 1936 until 

14 April 1938. He served in the English-speaking No.1 
Company of the Marseillaise Battalion and in the 15th 
Brigade’s Anti-Tank Battery at Brunete and in Aragón. 

Thanks go to Joe Wilson, William’s son, who says: 
‘My family and grandchildren will be extremely proud 
to see him in the magazine.’  
William Wilson is clearly  pictured in some of these 
photos. But can anyone identify who else is?

FINAL WORD
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Photos from the 
family archive
Brought back from Spain 
by William Wilson



 
Felicia Browne t-shirt: 
A tribute to the women who 
volunteered to support the 
cause of anti-fascism in the 
Spanish Civil War. Based on a 
sketch of a militiawoman by 
Felicia Browne, a British artist 
who was herself a 
militiawoman in Spain. 
Produced by merchandise 
specialists Red Molotov. 
Available in sizes:  
XXL, XL, L, M, S 
£20 plus £3 p&p. 

International Brigades 
greetings cards: Featuring five 
different pieces of International 
Brigade-themed artwork. 
Produced in collaboration with 
art reproduction specialists Past 
Pixels. 10 cards and envelopes 
per pack. 
£10 plus £3 p&p. 
 

Jarama Valley/Brigadista 
Reprise CD single: Billy Bragg 
performs the famous song of 
the British Battalion, plus 
Maxine Peake delivers La 
Pasionaria's emotional farewell 
speech to the International 
Brigades with a dub backing 
from The Urban Roots. 
£6 plus £3 p&p.

Proceeds help fund the 
commemorative, 
educational and publicity 
work of the International 
Brigade Memorial Trust. 
 
Free postage & packing 
on goods totalling £30 or 
more for orders within 
the UK and Europe. 
 
Send orders, including 
your name and address, 
a size and colour where 
appropriate, and a 
cheque payable to the 
IBMT to: IBMT 
Merchandise, 37a 
Clerkenwell Green, 
London EC1R 0DU. 
 
For multiple orders in the 
UK up to a value of £30 
(excluding p&p) calculate 
total p&p by taking the 
highest p&p among 
items ordered, halving 
the p&p of the remaining 
items and adding them 
together. 
 
For orders outside the UK 
or to pay by credit card or 
PayPal, go to the 
merchandise page  
on our website: 
(www.international-
brigades.org.uk/ 
catalog) where there are 
also other items listed 
for sale.

 
Spanish Civil War postcards: 
Collection of 20 cards based on 
designs originally made in 1937 
by the Sindicat de Dibuixants 
Professionals. Produced in 
collaboration with art 
reproduction specialists Past 
Pixels. 

£12 plus £3 p&p. 
Scotland International Brigade  
tote bag: This tote bag 
remembers the 549 Scottish 
volunteers who fought fascism in 
Spain. Produced by radical 
merchandise specialists Red 
Molotov.  
£11 plus £3 p&p. 

 
Wales International Brigade  
tote bag: Celebrate the 184 
volunteers from Wales who 
fought fascism in Spain with this 
tote bag. Produced by radical 
merchandise specialists Red 
Molotov.  
£11 plus £3 p&p. 

British Battalion t-shirt: 
Based on the original British 
Battalion banner brought back 
from Spain towards the end of 
the Spanish Civil War. Design 
comes in full colour or 
monochrome. Produced by 
merchandise specialists Red 
Molotov. Available in sizes:  
XXL, XL, L, M, S 
£20 plus £3 p&p. 
 

Ireland International Brigade 
tote bag: This tote bag 
combines the Spanish Republic’s 
flag and the starry plough of the 
Irish Citizen Army. Produced by 
radical merchandise specialists 
Red Molotov. 
£11 plus £3 p&p. 

IBMT classic badge:  
A vintage badge design in purple, 
red, blue and gold, with the IBMT 
name in a banner across the foot 
of the badge. 
25mm x 20mm. 
£2 plus £5 p&p.

Tote bags: High quality 
cotton canvas tote bag with 
designs based on the British 
Battalion banner, the 
International Brigade emblem 
or celebrating Irish, Scottish or 
Welsh volunteers (see designs 
of the respective t-shirts). 
Available in a range of colours. 
Produced in collaboration 
with Red Molotov. 
38 x 42cms. 
£11 each plus £3 p&p. 
 

International Brigades 
mug: 2,500 volunteers from 
Britain and Ireland joined the 
legendary International 
Brigades to fight fascism in 
the Spanish Civil War. This 
quality ceramic mug features 
the emblem they wore with 
pride. Produced by radical 
merchandise specialists Red 
Molotov for the IBMT. 
£9 plus £3 p&p. 
 

British Battalion mug:  
This quality ceramic mug 
features a design based on 
the original British Battalion 
banner brought back from 
Spain towards the end of the 
Spanish Civil War. 
Produced by radical 
merchandise specialists Red 
Molotov for the IBMT. 
£9 plus £3 p&p.

The IBMT shop 



International Brigade Memorial Trust 
37a Clerkenwell Green, London EC1R 0DU 
07865 272 639 
admin@international-brigades.org.uk  
www.international-brigades.org.uk  

Help us inspire new generations with the 
story of the men and women who fought 
fascism  and defended democracy in Spain 
from 1936-1939. 

Please consider leaving a legacy to the IBMT. 
To make a donation now go to: 
www.international-brigades.org.uk/ 
donation-page 

¡No pasarán!  
They shall not pass!

INTERNATIONAL BRIGADE  
MEMORIAL TRUST


