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Return and Welcome

In December 1937 I crossed the Pyrenees from
France — two days on foot through the snow. I
don’t know why I chose December; it was just one
of a number of idiocies I committed at the time.
But on the second night, near the frontier, I was
guided over the last peak by a shepherd and directed
down a path to a small mountain farmhouse.

It was dark when I reached it — a boulder among
boulders — and I knocked on the door, which was
presently opened by a young man with arifle. He held
up a lantern to my face and studied me closely, and
I saw that he was wearing the Republican armband.

‘T've come to join you,’ I said.

‘Pase usted,” he answered.

I was back in Spain, with a winter of war before
me.

The young man slung his rifle over his shoulder and
motioned me to enter the hut. A dark passage led to
a smoky room. Inside, in a group, stood an old man
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A Moment of War

and woman, another youth with a gun, and a gaunt
little girl about eleven years old. They were huddled
together like a family photograph ﬁxmg me with
glassy teeth-set smiles.

There was a motionless silence while they took
me in — seeing a young tattered stranger, coatless
and soaked to the knees, carrying a kit-bag from
which a violin bow protruded. Suddenly the old
woman said ‘Ay! and beckoned me to the fire,
which was piled high with glowing pine cones.

I crouched, thawing out by the choking fumes,
sensing deeply this moment of arrival. I felt it first
when threading through the high rocks of the fron-
tier, when, almost by pressures in the atmosphere,
and the changes of sound and scent, a great door
seemed to close behind me, shutting off entirely the
country I'd left; and then, as the southern Pyrenees
fell away at my feet, this new one opened, with a
rush of raw air, admitting all the scarred differences
and immensities of Spain. At my back was the tang
of Gauloises and slumberous sauces, scented flesh
and opulent farmlands; before me, still ghostly, was
all I remembered — the whiff of rags and wood-
smoke, the salt of dried fish, sour wine and sickness,
stone and thorn, old horses and rotting leather.

‘Will you eat?’ asked the woman.

‘Don’t be mad,’ said her husband.

He cleared part of the table, and the old woman
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gave me a spoon and a plate. At the other end the
little girl was cleaning a gun, frowning, tongue out,
as though doing her homework. An old black
cooking-pot hung over the smouldering pine cones,
from which the woman ladled me out some soup.
It was hot, though thin, a watery mystery that
might have been the tenth boiling of the bones of a
hare. As I ate, my clothes steaming, shivering and
warming up, the boys knelt by the doorway,
hugging their rifles and watching me. Everybody
watched me except for the gun-cleaning girl who
was intent on more urgent matters. But I could not,
from my appearance, offer much of a threat, save
for the mysterious bundle I carried. Even so, the -
first suspicious silence ended; a light joky whispering
seemed to fill the room.

“What are you?’

‘T'm English.’

‘Ah, yes — he’s English.’

They nodded to each other with grave politeness.

‘And how did you come here perhaps?’

‘I came over the mountain.’

‘Yes, he walked over the mountain . . . on foot.’

They were all round me at the table now as I ate
my soup, all pulling at their eyes and winking,
nodding delightedly and repeating everything I said,
as though humouring a child just learning to speak.

‘He’_s come to join us,” said one of the youths;
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and that set them off again, and even the girl lifted
- her gaunt head and simpered. But I was pleased too,
pleased that I managed to get here so easily after
two days’ wandering among peaks and blizzards. I
was here now with friends. Behind me was peace-
engorged France. The people in the kitchen were a
people stripped for war — the men smoking beech
leaves, the soup reduced to near water; around us
hand-grenades hanging on the walls like strings of
onions, muskets and cartridge-belts piled in the
corner, and open orange-boxes packed with. silver
bullets like fish. War was still so local then, it was
like stepping into another room. And this was what
I had come to re-visit. But I was now awash with
sleep, hearing the blurred murmuring of voices and
feeling the rocks of Spain under my feet. The men’s
eyes grew -narrower, watching the unexpected
stranger, and his lumpy belongings drying by the
fire. Then the old woman came and took me by the
elbow and led me upstairs and one of the boys
followed close behind. I was shown into a small
windowless room of bare white-washed stone con-
taining a large iron bed smothered with goatskins. I
lay down exhausted, and the old woman put an oil
lamp on the floor, placed a cold hand on my brow,
and left me with a gruff good-night. The room had
no door, just an opening in the wall, and the boy
stretched himself languidly ‘across the threshold. He
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lay on his side, his chin resting on the stock of his
gun, watching me with large black unblinking eyes.
As I slipped into sleep I remembered I had left all my
baggage downstairs; but it didn’t seem to matter now.

I was awoken early next morning by the two armed
brothers who were dressed for outdoors in ponchos
of rabbit skin. They gave me a bucket of snow to
wash in, then led me gingerly downstairs and sat
me on a stool where the old lady poured me some
coftee. The little girl, her hair brushed and shining
already, was fitting ammunition into cartridge-belts.
As I drank my coffee — which tasted of rusty buttons
— she looked at me with radiant slyness.

‘He came over the mountains,’” she said perkily,
nodding to herself.

The boys giggled, and the old man coughed.

They brought me my baggage and helped me
sling it over my shoulders, and told me that a horse
and cart were waiting for me outside.

‘They sent it up from the town specially. They
didn’t want to keep you hanging about ... Well,
not after you came all that way to join us.’

‘The boys half-marched me into the lane and the
rest of the family followed and stood watching,
blowing on their purple fingers. The old woman
and child had bright shawls on their heads, while,

~ for some reason, the old man wore a tall top hat.
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The cart waiting in the lane resembled a rough-
looking tumbril, and the driver had a cavernous,
nervous face. ‘Vamanos, vamanos, vamanos,” he
~kept muttering plaintively, giving me glances of
sharp distaste.

The boys helped me into the back of the cart and
climbed up after me.

‘Here he is. The English one,” they said with
ponderous jocularity. ~

The driver sniffed, and uncoiled his whip.

‘Horse and cart,’ said one of the brothers, nudging
me smartly. ‘We've got to save your legs. They
must be half destroyed with all this walking over
mountains. And what have we got if we haven’t
got your legs? You wouldn’t be much use to us,
would you?’

I was beginning to get a bit bored with all this
levity, and sat there silent and shivering. The boys
perched close beside me, one on each side, holding
their guns at the ready, like sentries. Every so often
they pointed them at me and nodded brightly. They
appeared to be in a state of nervous high spirits.
‘Vamanos!” snarled the driver, and shook up the
reins crossly. The old man and his wife raised their
hands solemnly and told me to go with God. The
little girl threw a stone at the horse, or it may have
been at me, but it hit the horse and caused it to start
with a jerk. So we began to lumber and creak
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down the éteep rocky lane, the brothers now hold-
ing me by either elbow. The Pyrenees stood high
behind us, white and hard, their peaks colouring to
the rising sun. The boys nodded towards them,
grinning, nudging me sharply again, and baring
their chestnut-tinted teeth.

Through the iced winter morning, slipping over
glassy rocks, we made our stumbling way down the
valley, passing snow-covered villages, empty and
bare, from which all life and sound seemed with-
drawn. This chilling silence was surely not one of
" nature, which could be broken by a goat-bell or the
chirp of a bird. It was as if a paralysing pestilence
had visited the place, and I was to notice it on a
number of occasions in the weeks to come. It was
simply the stupefying numbness of war.

After an hour or so we came to a small hill town
still shuttered by the shadow of rocks. A bent
woman crept by, bearing a great load of firewood.
A cat shot through a hole in a wall. I noticed that
the brothers had suddenly grown tense and anxious,
sitting straight as pillars, thin-lipped, beside me.
Two militiamen, in khaki ponchos, came out of a
doorway and marched ahead of us down the street.
Even our driver perked up and began to look
around him with what appeared to be an air of
importance. The militiamen led us into the square,
to the dilapidated Town Hall, from which the
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Republican flag was hanging. The brothers called
out to a couple of sentries who were sitting on the
steps, and one of them got up and went inside.
Now for a proper welcome, I thought. I got down
from the cart, and the brothers followed. Then four
soldiers came out with fixed bayonets.

‘We’'ve brought you the spy,” said the brothers,
and pushed me forward. The soldiers closed round
me and handcuffed my wrists.

They put me in a cellar and left me for two days. I
got a kind of soup the first day, and they forgot me
the next — waiting and forgetting being just another
part of the war. It was damp and very cold, the
walls of the cellar limed with ice like spidery veins
of lace. But luckily I'd been toughened up by the
cottage bedrooms of home where the water in wash-
basins froze solid in winter. The cell had a curious,
narrow, coffin-like shape, and even had iron rings
round the walls as though to lift it up from inside.
There was one dim, yellow-coloured light-bulb
hanging from the ceiling, but no furniture; I slept
on the rocky floor. ’

Lying there, shivering, unvisited, well on into the
third day, I was wondering idly what now might
happen. This was not, after all, quite what I had
expected. I had walked into a country at war
uninvited and unannounced, and had found no
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comradely welcome, only suspicion and silence. I
am surprised now how little surprised I was then,
but I was soon to learn how natural this was.

Captain Perez was again not what I'd expected.
He came for me in the late afternoon of the third
day, opening my cellar door with a light whispering
key. No whiskered revolutionary he, but a slim
tailored dandy, a sri;art gleaming figure in elegantly
belted uniform, and with riding boots so glazed and
polished his legs appeared to be chocolate-coated.
He smiled at me from the doorway, and held out a
tin mug of coffee.

‘Are you rested?” he asked, in a soft furry voice.

I took the coffee and drank it, hunched up on the
floor, while he fetched in two chairs and placed
them facing each other.

‘Please sit down,’ he said gently. ‘Or, rather, stand
up and sit down.” And he gave a sharp little affected
laugh. ‘ '

The officer seemed to have sleepy eyes and a lazy
manner, but once seated in front of me his attitude
became abrupt and clinical. How, where and why
had I come to Spain? When I told him, he shook his
head sadly.

‘No, sefior! Not over the Pyrenees. Not with all
that circus equipment you were carrying. Books,
cameras — and a violin, dear Jesus.” He laid a delicate
warm hand on my knee. ‘You know what we think,
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young friend? Not over the mountains — no. You
came from the sea. You were landed by boat or
submarine. From Bremen, was it? You mustn’t be
surprised that we know all this. We even know
what you’ve come to do.’

He smiled with cream-faced satisfaction, shaking
his head against my denials and explanations, and
giving my knee another squeeze.

" ‘But, comrade,’ I said.

‘Captain Perez,” he corrected.

‘If you don’t believe me, you’ve got my pass-
port.’ o
“We’'ve got dozens, dear boy. All of them phonies.
‘And we’ve got an office that turns out twenty a
day.” He looked at me solemnly. ‘It was the violin
that did it. And the German accent. You would
never fool anyone, you know.’ ‘

He rose and went to the door, and clapped his
hands. There was a heavy marching of feet. The four
guards I'd seen earlier came tumbling into the cellar,
so wrapped up there was scarcely space for the lot of
us. But they circled me close in a friendly manner,
trying to keep their bayonets out of each other’s eyes.

‘Go with them,’ said the officer. “They’ll look
after you.” And he stepped back into the passage to
make room. As we went past him, he snapped a
salute in farewell — shining, oiled and immaculate,
the last of his kind I was to see in that war.
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The guards marched me out into the courtyard and
it was night already, with a freezing moon in the
sky. The town was empty and silent, dark and shut-
tered, not even a child or dog could be heard. My
guards clumped beside me, jogging me along by
the elbows, relaxed now, puffing and whistling.
They were all rather short, like Tartars; vapour
billowed from their nostrils. The shortest one spun
his rifle and grinned up in my face. “Well,” he said.
‘You come a long way to see us. Over the moun-
tains? That’s what we hear.” ‘That’s right,” I said.
‘Well, we’re nearly there,” he said. “You won’t have
to march around much longer.’ |

Truly we didn’t go far — down a short alley and
into a rough moonlit scrapyard — till we came to a
hole in the ground. The men cleared the snow round
_the edge, and raised a metal cover, and into the
dark cavity they dropped me. It ‘was not very deep
— about six to eight feet, narrow, and walled with
rock. ‘Good-night, Rubio,” they called. “Warmer
down there than on the mountain tops. In this
weather, you understand?” They lowered the iron
cover over my head and secured it with heavy bolts.
Then I heard them stamping away in the snow, and
I was alone again.

The hole was wider at the bottom than at the
top, and I curled up on some damp, mouldy straw.
The darkness was absolute; 1 couldn’t even see the
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stars through the grille. Drawing up my knees to
my chin, and blowing on my fingers, I now began
to consider my position. I was still not altogether
surprised at what was happening to me. Indeed, I
was letting it happen without question or protest.
But since my arrival in Spain something quite un-
expected had taken over, and I don’t think I realized
at that stage how sinister it might be, or what grave
peril I had got myself into.

I knew I was not the only one to have wandered
over the frontier to join the Republicans. There
must have been other volunteers who arrived alone
— but were they then always dropped into dark little
holes like this? Could it be some sort of discipline to
test us out, to prove our loyalty of mind?

I was cold and hungry now, and in this black icy
silence I began to get a sharpening taste of danger.
No, thought I, this was clearly not a normal recep-
tion. The first two shivering days in the Town Hall
cell may simply have been a matter of form. But .
then to have been cast headlong into this medieval
pit seemed to suggest that I'd been picked out for
something special.

But still my situation didn’t disturb me too much,
but rather injected me with a sharp sting of adven-
ture. I was at that flush of youth which never doubts
self-survival, that idiot belief in luck and a uniquely

charmed life, without which illusion few wars
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would be possible. I felt the seal of fate on me, and
a certain grim intoxication, alone in this buried
silence. But macabre as things were, I had no 1dea _
then how very near to death [ was .

It may have been a couple of days, or but a few
hours, later that I heard the shuffle of returning feet
overhead. The iron cover was removed; I saw a
brief flash of stars, and another prisoner was dropped
into the hole beside me. ‘Now you’ve got a commit-
tee!’ a voice called down, and the cover was lowered
and bolted and the shuffling feet went away.

We stood close together in the darkness, each
other’s prisoner now, and twin gaolers, in this tomb
of rock. ‘They sent this for you,” he said, and his
hands found me blindly, and I took the hard piece
of broken bread. There was just room for both of
us if we lay down together; I couldn’t see him but
at least the air grew warmer. For about a week we
shared this black cave together, visited only at night
by the guards overhead, who unbolted the inanhole
and briefly raised it while they lowered us bread,
watered wine, and a bucket. .

Strange being huddled so close and for so long to
another human being whose face one was unable to
see. I knew him to be young by his voice and
breath and the chance touch of his hand when
sharing food or wine. He also had a fresh wild smell
about him, an outdoor smell, a mixture of pine and
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olives. I remember we slept a good deal, prey to an
extraordinary lassitude, and, in the intervals, we
talked. He was a deserter, he said; and seemed quite
cheerful about it, laughing at the looking-glass differ-
ences between us. I was trying to get into the war,
and he was trying to get out of it, and here we
were, stuffed into the same black hole. I'd come
over the mountains from France, and he’d been
caught going the other way, and most certainly
now, he said, we’d both be shot. -

And why not, indeed? The deserter -appeared
quite fatalistic about it. Patiently, drowsily, with no
complaint or self-pity, my companion explained the
situation to me. The Civil War was eighteen months
old, and entering a bitter winter. The Republican
forces were in retreat and could afford to take no
chances. Franco’s rebels were better armed, and had
powerful allies abroad, while our side had few
weapons, few friends, almost no food, and had learnt
to trust no one but the dead. What could you expect
them to do with a couple of doubtful characters like
us? They couldn’t afford to keep us, feed us, or
even turn us loose. Even less could they afford the
luxury of a trial. So it was thought safer, and
quicker, that anyone under suspicion be shot, and
this was being done regretfully as a matter of
course. ' .

My companion was called Dino, he said, and he
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was twenty-two years old, and he came from a
little village in the Guadarramas. When his village
had been burnt by the Moors, in the early days,
he’d run with his younger brother through the lines
and become a dynamiter. They’d worked alone,
and he’d seen his brother blown up when some of
the fuses went wrong. He’d fought at Guadalajara,
but didn’t like that kind of warfare — mostly hanging
about in ditches, then massacre and panic — so he’d
taken off again and headed north for France. He’d
been picked up twice, and had twice got away, but
he reckoned they’d collared him now for good. He
knew what to expect, yes sir. He’d seen quite a
number of prisoners and deserters shot, and spoke
of the Republicans’ methods of execution — casual,
informal, often good-humoured. Locked in the dark
- with Dino, and listening to him describe these scenes
in his soft, joky voice, I drew steadily, as I thought,
towards my hour, and wondered which of the two
of us would be called out first.

When it came, it came suddenly, with us both
half-asleep, the iron trap-door above raised with a
swift muted action, and a low voice calling the
young deserter’s name, giving us just time enough
for a quick fumbling handshake.

As they raised Dino towards the opening he lifted

his arms, and I saw his face in a brief glimmer of

moonlight. It was thin and hollow, his eyes huge
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* and glowing, his long pointed countenance like an
El Greco saint ascending. Finally two dark shapes
pulled him through the narrow entrance, and the
manhole was lowered again. I heard the clink of
glasses, some moments of casual chatter, Dino’s
short laugh, then a pistol shot . . .

I'd been standing propped against the wall and
listening, and now that it was over I slumped back
on the straw. My hand touched the deserter’s
forage-cap, which he’d left behind. It was damp
with sweat and still warm from his head.

A few days later, in the red light of dawn, the
grille was dragged open and a voice called, ‘Hey,
~ Rubio! . ..” Arms reached down to help me, hands
caught my wrists, and I was lifted bodily out of the
sepulchre.

My legs were shaking, but I put this down to
two weeks without exercise; and the dawn light
stung my eyes. Was it my turn now? The courtyard
glittered with snow; and the hurried preparations
‘which I'd expected — the chair, the hand-cart, the
plain wooden box, the sleepy officer with the bottle
of cofiac, the ragged soldiers lined up and looking
at their feet — all were present. But not for me.
Another young man sat bound to the chair, smoking
furiously and chattering like a parrot.

But I was guided quickly across the yard and out
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into the lane, where two armed guards stood wait-
ing beside a black battered car. They pushed me
into the back seat and sat one on each side of me. A
broad man in a hat sat up in front by the driver.

We drove fast and silently through the hunched
unhappy town and out into the empty country. We
climbed a poor bumpy road on to a desolate plateau
across which the wind swept pink ruffles of snow.
A plateau of scattered rock and thorn, and a few
bent bushes, and the wide winter sky closing in.

It became hot and airless in the car, and the
guards, in their heavy brown overcoats, began> to
steam like sweating horses. Their nostrils steamed
too, and their noses shone, and dripped on the bay-
onets held between their knees.

They were an odd-looking couple, the guards —
one small and clownlike, with bright blue chin, the
other pink and chubby, a mother’s boy. I tried to
talk to them, but they wouldn’t answer; though
one whistled knowingly between his teeth. We .
drove fast, swaying together on the curves, along a
road that was both empty and drear.

Where were we going, and what was in store for
me? In spite of the guards’ silence, I felt I knew this
already. Something irrevocable had taken charge
which could neither be reversed nor halted, some
mad scrambling of language and understanding
which had already misjudged my naive reasons for
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being here. I didn’t realize then how normal it was
for anyone, if put through the right preliminaries,
to be swamped by guilt.

Since my sudden arrest and imprisonment, which
at first I'd been ready to accept as some light charade
touched with military confusion, I felt myself sink-
ing, more and more, into the hands of some obscure
accusation against which I ceased to look for an
answer. : _

As the sun rose higher and whitened the rocks,
the landscape turned blank, as though over-exposed.
And with the whistling guards on each side of me,
and the bully-shouldered officer up front, I was sure
I was on the road to my doom. As my eyes grew
used to the light — after all, I'd been two weeks in
darkness — I saw the landscape shudder into shape,
grow even more desolate and brutal. Yet never
more precious as it floated past me, the worn-out
skin of this irreplaceable world, marked here and
there by the scribbled signs of man, a broken
thatched cabin, or a terraced slope. Every breath I
took now seemed rich and stolen, in spite of the oil-
fumed heat in the car. Even the two armed guards,
grotesque and scruffy as they were, began to take
on the power and beauty of fates, protectors or
destroyers,  who held one’s thread of life in their
hands.

We’d been driving, I guessed, for about an hour,
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when the officer suddenly straightened up and
snapped his fingers, and we pulled off the road and
stopped. The dead icy tableland crept with yellow
mist, and seemed quite empty save for a clump of
trees in the distance. I was ordered out of the car,
one of the guards stuck a gun in my back, pointed
to the trees and said, ‘March!’

Why had they brought me all this way, I
wondered. They could have done the job more
snugly back in the gaol. Yet the place seemed apt
and fitting enough; no doubt they’d used it before.
The officer was out of the car now, coughing
and spitting, and he came and gave my shoulder a
light little shove. ‘Come on, Rubio,” he said, ‘Come
on, march — let’s go.” So I put up my head and
marched . . .

I saw the vast cold sky and the stony plain and I
began to walk towards the distant trees. I heard the
~ soldiers behind me slip the bolts on their rifles. This
then, of course, could be the chosen place — the
plateau ringed by rock, the late dawn on our breath,
the empty silence around us, the little wood ahead,
all set for quiet execution or murder. I felt the sharp
edges of the stones under my thin-soled shoes. The
guards behind me shuttled the bolts of their guns.

If my moment was coming — and I now felt
certain it was — I told myself not to look back. My
intentions were simple. If they gave me enough
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time, and I was able to reach the little wood ahead
of them, that would be my last chance — and I'd
make a break for it. The nearest wind-bent tree
looked a thousand years old, its roots pouring over
the rocks like wax. The guards were snuffling
behind me. Would I reach it before they fired?
Would I hear the blast before the thumping bullets
hit me? Would I hear anything before the dark? I
walked slowly, almost mincingly, trying not to
appear to hurry. I reached the trees and prepared to
run. .. 4 |
One of the guards came up behind me and took
my arm. ‘OK, Rubio,” he said. ‘Sit down.” His
comrade was already squatting under a tree and
opening a tin of sardines with his bayonet. The
officer and driver joined us, yawning and scratching,
and we sat down in a circle together. They gave me
sardines and some bread, and passed round a bottle
of cofiac, and as I looked at the food in my hand,
and at the raw, safe landscape around me, I was
seized by a brief spasm of uncontrollable happiness.
The soldiers stretched out their legs and began
‘talking about football. The officer brushed down
his clothes and rolled me a cigarette. He waved his
hand at the scenery, the old trees and the rocks, and
said it was his favourite spot for a picnic. They
came here, he said, about twice a week. I asked him
where we were going now.
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‘To Figueras, of course,” he said. They were going
to drop me off at the Barracks. “We thought you’d
rather ride than walk.’

But he was still responsible for me, he said, if I
liked to think of it that way. But only till they’d
delivered me to Brigade Headquarters, then he’d be
clear of me. He looked at me oddly with his hazed,
blue eyes, slightly mad, amused yet cold.

Why hadn’t he explained all this before? The car,
the armed guards, the remote stop in the hills. Had
this been another test, or some daft Spanish trick?
Was he really as harmless as he appeared to be?
Would he have been equally amused if I'd made
that dash through the trees? There’s no doubt what
would have happened if I had.
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