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Introduction

Emily Robins Sharpe and Bart Vautour

here are many ways to fight a civil war. Some take up arms. Others chan-
nel their energy and expertise into building advocacy networks, forming
committees, fundraising, lobbying, designing posters, or by writing
plays, poems, or polemics. Others still set out as journalists, intent on finding
and circulating the truth. But why is there an anthology of texts about the Spanish
Civil War appearing in a series dedicated to Canadian literature? The short answer
is because the Spanish Civil War has taken up a curiously inordinate amount
of space in the imaginations of Canadian cultural producers. As thousands of
Spaniards fought against the assault of fascism during the war, so too did thou-
sands of Canadians. Our hope is that, after engaging with the texts gathered
here, you may wonder why so much Canadian writing about the Spanish Civil
War has been jettisoned from so many historical and critical accounts of writing
and culture in Canada. The Spanish Civil War was often eclipsed in the popular
imaginary by the Second World War, the Cold War, as well as the ensuing schol-
arly focus on cultural nationalism instead of transnational cultural networks. We
certainly think it is an oddity that the Spanish Civil War does not receive more
attention in the critical and scholarly histories of Canadian cultural production.
If you cannot tell by the very heft of this book, our aim here is to show that
writing and cultural production in Canada has been deeply intertwined with
the Spanish Civil War. Indeed, as scholars who have spent incalculable hours
poring over texts that make varied connections between the anti-fascist defence
of the Spanish Republic and diverse Canadian contexts, we believe our job is
to make those connections clearer in the service of a wider sense of public
and scholarly rememoration—an active, purposeful opportunity for a collective
remembering in the service of guarding against reoccurrence. In other words,
we are explicitly re-circulating a set of diverse texts that were either written and
published in Canada or written by Canadians abroad that deal with the Spanish
Civil War. In some cases, texts are published in this collection for the first time,
but they are “re-circulated” here to the extent that they serve an additional, his-
torical purpose.
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This anthology joins Ted Allan’s This Time a Better Earth, Hugh Garner’s Best
Stories, and Charles Yale Harrison’s Meet Me on the Barricades in the Spanish Civil
War subseries of the University of Ottawa Press’s Canadian Literature Collection.
Together, these edited texts are now re-circulating under a common banner to
establish what we consider to be the first stage in the recovery of anglophone
Canadian literature about the Spanish Civil War. The materials we have selected
for this anthology—fiction, poetry, drama, reportage, journalism, pamphlets,
memoirs, and other life writing—represent just a fraction of the Canadian cul-
tural production inspired by the Spanish conflict. While attempting to be as rep-
resentative in our choices of texts, genres, and authors as possible, we are not able
to include a comprehensive set of texts in a single volume. There are simply too
many texts to include here. That said, our selections are not solely governed by a
limitation of space. As we outline in the Editorial Rationale below, our selections
have been made to show contemporary readers a range of the acknowledged as
well as unrecognized texts on the subject, while also attempting to demonstrate
the formal and subjective range of contributions. As a result, our hope is that this
selected anthology generates more popular interest in (and scholarly research
on) this vitally relevant corpus of texts so that interested readers and scholars will
search out some of the texts we were unable to include.

This anthology positions Canadian Spanish Civil War literature within several
frameworks. In addition to the author biographies, explanatory notes, and textual
notesincludedattheendofthevolume, thisbriefintroduction providesahistorical-
cultural overview of the 1930s to contextualize Canadian involvement in the
Spanish Civil War and the cultural production the war generated. After establish-
ing a historical and cultural context, we explain the rationale we’ve applied to the
selection of texts for inclusion. The books published as part of the Spanish Civil
War subseries have been previously published texts that, while out of print, were
nonetheless variously available in used bookstores around the world. With this
anthology, we are bringing these texts together for the first time in a new collec-
tion. We think bringing a multiplicity of texts together will allow for a relational
reading of texts that can provide new insight into a larger cultural formation or
movement. As such, we have foregrounded lesser-known texts that exist both in
previously published form as well as texts that have been resting in archives or
are otherwise difficult to access. Most texts included here were also composed
in English; we hope that our work will inspire additional scholarly attention to
Spanish Civil War literature written in French and in the many languages spoken
by the settler communities in Canada who supported a widespread movement in
defence of Spain’s Republic and anti-fascism more generally.
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Outbreak of the Spanish Civil War
The Spanish people’s vote for the establishment of a democratic republic over
a continued monarchy, followed by King Alfonso XIII’s abdication, marked the
establishment of the Second Spanish Republic, in 1931. The Republic ushered in
many democratizing and equalizing reforms: enfranchising women, establishing
rights to divorce and freedom of speech, nationalizing many public services, and
decreasing the power of the nobility and the Catholic Church. Yet, wary of aggravat-
ing Spain’s European allies, the Republic retained what was left of its colonial hold-
ings. Although established through largely peaceful means, the Second Republic
was by no means stable: in addition to pushback from the Spanish “establishment,”
the government was challenged by anarchist and socialist factions, union strikes,
workers’ revolutions, and a movement for Catalan independence. Eventually, these
struggles led to the creation of a leftist coalition government, the Popular Front, but
also foreshadowed the dissent among leftist groups that would continue to com-
plicate the organization of the Republican forces after the civil war began, in 1936.

Meanwhile, General Francisco Franco and a group of right-wing support-
ers, unhappy with the country’s progressive direction, were preparing to stage a
rebellion. Franco’s July 1936 coup attempt was financially backed by many from
the Spanish nobility, with funds and arms additionally provided by the govern-
ments of Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, as well as Portugal. A mercenary army of
Spanish Moroccan colonial subjects also supported the coup d’é¢tat; Franco had
had a hand in colonizing Morocco during the bloody Rif War (1921-1926) and
would maintain control of the colony until well into the 1950s. Collaboration
between Spanish colonial authorities and local Moroccan tribes in the Rif War’s
aftermath developed into the support of Franco’s 1936 coup, financially incentiv-
ized and with vague promises of Moroccan independence.*

In response to Franco’s coup attempt, most of the world’s governments opted
to maintain an outward policy of non-intervention in what was only nominally a
civil war. This non-interventionism—on the part of Britain, France, the United
States, Canada, as well as other countries who actively supported Franco’s fas-
cists, including Germany, Italy, and Portugal—amounted to a tacit approval of
the Republic’s overthrow. Republican Spain was only weakly supported by the
Soviet Union and Mexico. While states worldwide abstained from officially
supporting either side of the conflict, popular support for both sides began to
play out—often mixing with domestic politics—in public forums (newspapers,
radio, union organizing, religious groups, etc.).

1. See Sebastian Balfour’s Deadly Embrace: Morocco and the Road to the Spanish Civil War.
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Desperate to support the new democracy and staunch the wave of fascism
beginning to cover Europe, approximately 35,000 volunteers from around the
world assembled in Spain to fight with the Spanish Republicans (also referred
to as the Loyalists) against the fascist-led so-called Nationalists. These inter-
national volunteers frequently joined the communist-led International Brigades,
but many also worked with a variety of Popular Front groups, which included
socialist, anarchist, and Trotskyist factions. They became soldiers, medics,
ambulance drivers, journalists, and social workers, supporting the Spanish loy-
alists against the fascist aggressors.>

The Spanish Civil War in Canada

Among the many international volunteers to arrive in Spain were nearly seven-
teen hundred Canadians who made the difficult voyage to Europe, despite often
holding passports marked “Not Valid for Travel to Spain.” Many of the volun-
teers left behind the poverty-stricken conditions of the Great Depression—
many had been unemployed in Canada, some forced to live in poorly organized
labour camps (Petrou 2008, 25). In the most recent scholarly book to assess the
broad implications of Canadian participation, Renegades: Canadians in the Spanish
Civil War, Michael Petrou suggests that seventy-eight percent of the volunteers
were recent immigrants to Canada (22), having fled unrest in Europe only to
face anti-immigrant sentiment and antisemitic violence in Canada.? Three of
those volunteers were Canadian women, eager to support the Spanish women
who were fighting for the Republic on the battlefields and home fronts of the
country as soldiers, nurses, political leaders, social workers, and teachers. Most
of these Canadian volunteers travelled to Spain illegally, after the Canadian gov-
ernment brought forth a Foreign Enlistment Act in 1937 that prohibited enlist-
ment with an army of any foreign state at war with any friendly state. When they
left for Spain, they were not just risking their lives; their right of re-entry into
Canada after the war was also uncertain.4 Their lives and their place of domicile
were under threat.

2. For a recent history of the international volunteers, see Giles Tremlett’s The International
Brigades: Fascism, Freedom and the Spanish Civil War.

3. For earlier histories of Canadian volunteers in the Spanish Civil War, see William C.
Beeching’s Canadian Volunteers, Spain, 1936-1939; Victor Hoar’s The Mackenzie-Papineau
Battalion: Canadian Participation in the Spanish Civil War; Mary Peck’s Red Moon Over Spain:
Canadian Media Reaction to the Spanish Civil War, 1936-1939; and Mark Zuehlke’s The Gallant
Cause: Canadians in the Spanish Civil War, 1936-1939.

4. For more information on the history of the Foreign Enlistment Act, see Tyler Wentzell’s
“Canada’s Foreign Enlistment Act and the Spanish Civil War.”
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Most Canadian volunteers were variously affiliated with the Communist
Party of Canada and entered the communist-led International Brigades. In the
early days of the war, the Canadian volunteers were primarily affiliated with an
American battalion of the Brigades—the Abraham Lincoln Brigade—which
also included Irish and Cuban volunteers.5 In 1937, the Canadians formed the
Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion and became known as the “Mac-Paps,” named
for William Lyon Mackenzie and Louis-Joseph Papineau, leaders of the 1837
rebellions against colonial rule in Canada. The chosen name of the Canadian bat-
talion captures something of the Spanish Civil War’s importance to a Canadian
people eager to project a somewhat contradictory history of national capacity and
strength alongside a historic record of resistance to colonial rule.

During the three years it lasted, the Spanish Civil War animated Canadian
public discourse, quickly becoming a vital part of the Canadian public imaginary.
With the concurrent rise of news agencies, photo agencies, and other technologi-
cally driven systems of transnational mass communication in the 1930s, accounts
of what was happening in Spain were making their way around the globe with
unprecedented speed and reach. In Canada, the conflict was closely followed by
the mainstream press, but especially in Anglophone leftist magazines and peri-
odicals, such as the Daily Clarion, Canadian Forum, and New Frontier. Reports from
writers such as Ted Allan, Norman Bethune, and Jean “Jim” Watts—one of the
three Canadian women to travel to Spain—Kkept many back home invested in
publicizing and fundraising for the Spanish Republican cause. Bethune, a med-
ical doctor, was becoming famous internationally with his Spanish-Canadian
Blood Transfusion Unit, an innovative effort that brought blood transfusions to
the wounded on the battlefronts. After the war, Bethune would become a leg-
endary figure and has come to occupy a position as a metonymic stand-in for
Canadian participation in Spain. Less investment in the Spanish Republic’s suc-
cess is evident within French Canada, and in many cases public opinion sided
with the Catholicism of Franco’s movement.°

The artistic community in Canada also adopted Spain as one of the most
represented subjects of the time. They were encountering a global art move-
ment that supported the Spanish Republic and they were keen to add their
voices to what Cary Nelson, in Revolutionary Memory, refers to as the “chorus”

5. See David Jorge and Sebastiaan Faber, “Naming the Lincoln Battalion” and Uma Arruga I
Lépez, “In Spanish Trenches, Irishmen Fought Against Fascism.”

6. For a bibliography of French-language sources, see Bernard Dionne’s “Bibliographie en
francais sur le Canada, la guerre civile en Espagne et ’engagement des communistes et du
bataillon Mackenzie-Papineau.”
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of voices on the left that responded to a set of conditions that are “fundamen-
tally interactive, reactive, and responsive” (2001, 7). As readers, Nelson sug-
gests, we must understand that the material that contributes to the “chorus”
is going to be articulating an alternative aesthetic: “A poet who seeks in part to
be an instrument in a larger musical composition is not pursuing the same aes-
thetic as one who thinks only of a solo performance” (7). While Nelson writes
about an American context, we see those same conditions in the Canadian con-
text too. The Spanish Civil War was a crucial moment in developing Canada’s
political identity on the world stage, but it was also vital in rearranging artis-
tic expectations in the global development of literary modernism. Indeed, the
anti-fascist cause in Spain helped to reorganize some of the prevailing aesthetic
principles circulating throughout Canada.” Many Canadian artists—like their
compatriots around the world—were inspired to support the Spanish Republic,
in particular, because of the fascists’ killing of queer Spanish poet-playwright
Federico Garcia Lorca. Lorca was an internationally acclaimed writer and non-
combatant. His murder demonstrated the fascists’ antipathy towards—and fear
of—art, especially art that depicted the lives of working-class people, women,
Jews, people of African descent, and Gitano (Romani) people. Lorca gained a
martyr status and, like many martyrs, became a rallying figure for much artistic
work, especially in poetic form.

As the table of contents to this anthology demonstrates, even a partial record
of poets who have written on the events surrounding the Spanish Civil War
reads like an anthology of modern poetry in Canada: Patrick Anderson, Louis
Dudek, Ralph Gustafson, Leo Kennedy, A.M. Klein, Irving Layton, Kenneth
Leslie, Dorothy Livesay, P.K. Page, E.J. Pratt, ER. Scott, Raymond Souster,
A.M. Stephen, Miriam Waddington, Patrick Waddington, Joe Wallace, and
George Woodcock, among others. During the conflict itself, two novels with
strong Canadian connections were published which deal directly with the events
in Spain: Charles Yale Harrison’s Meet Me on the Barricades (1938) and Ted Allan’s
This Time a Better Earth (1939). Visual artists, such as Paraskeva Clark and Laurence
Hyde, also responded to the war in their work, often in the pages of the same
leftist magazines and periodicals where writers published their fiction, poetry,
and journalism about Spain. The artistic output during the three-year conflict
was large, diverse, and groundbreaking. But the legacy continues despite the
Republican defeat.

7. See work by Candida Rifkind, Emily Robins Sharpe, and Bart Vautour.
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The Spanish Civil War’s End and its Canadian Legacy

Despite the triumphal and optimistic tone of much Canadian Spanish Civil
War literature written from 1936 to 1939, the war’s conclusion was disastrous.
In 1939 the government ordered the withdrawal of international troops—a
botched attempt to embarrass Franco into a parallel move—and the Spanish
Republic fell. Franco captured Madrid and appointed himself Caudillo, a term in
Spanish-speaking regions used to denote a leader in both military and political
control. He would subject Spain to his fascist rule until his death in 1975, when
the country began a transition to a constitutional monarchy.

With Franco’s victory in 1939, Spanish and international supporters of the
Republic were in immediate danger. Thousands of Spaniards were imprisoned
and killed. Many international volunteers were sent to French displaced-person
camps, and not all of them were allowed to return to their home countries. Most—
but not all—Canadian volunteers would eventually return to Canada. Within
months, the outbreak of the Second World War led to a broader anti-fascist move-
ment and demonstrated the international volunteers’ prescience in attempting
to staunch the spread of Franco, Hitler, and Mussolini’s power. Many volunteers
went on to fight in the Second World War, but the subsequent anti-communist
fervour of the 1950s and 1960s also led to their continued stigmatization.

Canadian veterans of the Spanish Civil War continue to receive little official
recognition: while a variety of local memorials to the veterans and war dead exist,
all were funded by grassroots efforts (or, in the case of a Bethune memorial, as
a gift from the government of the People’s Republic of China).? Canadian cul-
tural producers have continued to commemorate volunteers’ involvement. Two
films about Dr. Norman Bethune (along with fictionalized depictions of him by
authors and playwrights) demonstrate his ongoing significance to Canadian
identity: Donald Brittain’s National Film Board documentary Bethune (1964) and
Philip Borsos’s film Bethune: The Making of a Hero (1990), written by Ted Allan.
Albert Kish directed a documentary about the Canadian volunteers for the
National Film Board, Los Canadienses (1975), which includes extensive interviews
with the veterans. More recently, CBC producer Steve Wadhams of the radio
show “Living Out Loud” aired a two-part series based on these interviews, The
Spanish Crucible (2012).

While new documentary accounts of the Canadian volunteers’ experiences
in Spain have continued to be produced in the eight decades since they found

8. See Kevin Levangie, “From Union Station to Rideau Hall: Public Commemoration of the
Canadian Contribution to the Spanish Civil War.”



8 Canada and the Spanish Civil War

themselves in Spain defending Spanish democracy, so too have diverse forms
of literature and art enjoyed continued attention: long after the fall (and post-
Franco resurgence) of democratic Spain, art about the Spanish Civil War has con-
tinued to be made, poems have continued to be written, and plays have continued
to be performed. Along with the texts produced during the three-year conflict,
much post-conflict work is included among our selections. This post-conflict
work attests to the ongoing life of a world-shaking event, the consequences of
which are still being interpreted and re-interpreted today.



Canada and the Spanish Civil War: An Anthology collects a largely overlooked chapter
in cultural history. The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) prompted extraordinary creative
responses from Canadian writers, artists, and intellectuals, yet its imprint on Canadian
literature remains understudied. The editors bring together texts from archives around
the world—fiction, poetry, drama, reportage, journalism, pamphlets, memoirs, and
other life writing—many of them never before published.

The anthology joins fiction by Ted Allan, Hugh Garner, and Charles Yale Harrison in the
Canadaand the Spanish Civil War subseries of the University of Ottawa Press’s Canadian
Literature Collection, a foundational step in reclaiming anglophone Canada’s literary
engagement with the conflict. A substantial scholarly introduction and extensive notes
situate each textwithin its historical and cultural moment, illuminating how Canadians
interpreted, debated, and were transformed by the struggle for Spain, leaving a
considerable transnational legacy of political commitment and artistic expression.
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