International Brigades

Saturday 15th July 2006


First and foremost I want to thank Jack Jones and the International Brigades Memorial Trust for their invitation to me to take part today in this 70th anniversary of the International Brigades.

On 4th July, the President of the European Parliament, Josep Borrell, made a declaration in which he referred to the 70 years that have passed since the coup détat of General Franco on 18th July 1936 in Spain.  In this declaration, Josep Borrell pointed out that with this coup détat, great hopes were dashed for democracy and necessary reforms in Spain.

Among other things, President Borrell emphasized that this Spanish Civil War was also the prelude to the Second World War.  He underlined the fact that from 1975, Spain started to evolve into a land of liberty and coexistence 

For my part, I should like to add that on 9th May, I was in Jersey to attend the commemorative acts for the anniversary of the liberation of the island from Nazi occupation in the Second World War and to take part in another commemoration to pay tribute to the foreign forced workers who died there during this occupation.  More than 5000 forced workers were sent to Jersey and the Channel Islands to fortify them.  There were Ukrainians, Poles, French, Algerian-French and Belgians.  There were also 1500 Spaniards, Republicans exiled at the end of the Spanish Civil War and then arrested by the German Occupation Force and the Vichy French.

It was the first time that there had been an official Spanish representation at this ceremony.  I laid a wreath of flowers in memory of all those forced workers who died between 1940 and 1945 in Jersey, and also, in memory of 22 men and women from Jersey, who died in concentration camps, far from Jersey.

I also said a few words, and after honouring the memory of all those who died, I made some special dedications to the Spanish compatriots who suffered in Jersey during the German Occupation and to their families.  

I said to them that in the 30s and then in exile, they had fought for a democratic Spain.  That for this, they had suffered a civil war, the German Occupation of their land of refuge and had had to stay in exile after the Second World War because Franco, unlike Hitler and Mussolini, remained to lead his dictatorship in Spain.  

I added, and this seems very important to me, that happily, since 1975, there is a meeting point between this Spanish exile and the Parliamentary Monarchy which constitutionally we now have in Spain and that this meeting point is without any doubt, Democracy.  I added that, finally, their sacrifices had not been in vain.

I think that today I can say the same to those who, in 1936, went from other countries to Spain to fight as volunteers, motivated by the ideal of defending Democracy in Spain, to defend a Republic abandoned by other Western democracies, fearful of a Nazi Germany and a Fascist Italy that, however, had no reservations in helping Franco’s troops.

Over many years, Spain has suffered, very much like those of you who fought for their liberty and sacrificed their youth, and even their lives.  But all those sacrifices were not in vain.  Their memory has contributed to building the Democratic Spain of today, a Spain with a constitutional monarchy and parliament, a Spain with freedom of expression and with elections.  A Spain that already in 1996, with Felipe González as Prime Minister and democratic freedom regained, recognized the sacrifice of the International Brigades who were then defending those same liberties that we in Spain are enjoying today.

Today, it only leaves me then, to add my appreciation to all those who died or who were wounded or lost their freedom during this horrible Civil War, to all those who, driven by a noble ideal, went to fight in Spain to defend the democratic legality at that time.

Luckily, at the present time, with a different constitutional regime, that of a parliamentary monarchy, we in Spain are also benefiting from a democratic legality which allows those in our country to live and co-exist in liberty.  A Spain that can go forward.  A Spain in which, a Socialist Government, like that currently headed by José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, can propose and pass courageously progressive laws in Parliament.
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