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I

I GREW UP in a hard school. I come from Estremadura,
and Estremadura is one of the most backward provinces
of Spain. Next to the great estates and the untilled land,
which used to belong to the grandees, live peasants with-
out land and often without bread. It is a thankless strug-
gle to wrest a living from that harsh soil, broken up by
steep, wild mountain ranges. And it has bred a race of
men who are rough, willful, and stubborn: men of action.
Most of the peasants of Estremadura could neither read
nor write, but they had character and personality. They
had pride and a fierce belief in human dignity. In the era
of Spain’s great conquests, Hernin Cortés, conqueror of
Mexico, and Francisco Pizarro, conqueror of Peru, both
came from Estremadura.

Such is the region from which I come. I was born in a
tiny hamlet, to one of the humblest families. My name
was Valentin Gonzalez. But I carried it only for the first
fifteen years of my life. In a country where the revolt
against oppression and authority never ceases, rebels de-
velop early.
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My father, Antonio Gonzalez, launched me on my road.
He was an anarchist by instinct, a born rebel. He came
from peasant stock, but was first a road maker and later a
miner in Pefiarroya. Like so many Spaniards, he was im-
patient of restraint, hostile to authority, and a believer in
direct, violent action. Also, he had an ardent desire for
justice and a feeling of solidarity with his fellow workers
which made him ready to sacrifice himself for the good
of all.

My early years were spent in an atmosphere of cease-
less struggle against the oppression of the monarchy. The
most bitterly hated servants of the regime were the civil
guards. Between them and ourselves there was war to the
knife. On their side was all the power and the resources
of the government, on ours nothing but the will to fight
for freedom.

It has been said the name by which I am known, El
Campesino, “The Peasant,” was given to me by Russian
agents at the beginning of the Spanish Civil War, as a
trick to win the sympathies of peasants and land workers.
This is not true. The name was given to me by the Spanish
police on my first arrest, because I took the part of the
peasants during a strike. I was fifteen at the time. My
name was earned fairly, and I have not dishonored it
since.

At sixteen I won my first victory over the civil guard.
There was a strike in the coal mines of Pefiarroya which

[4]



EL CAMPESINO

spread to other industries and to trade. Strikebreakers
were brought into the district. The strikers fought to keep
them out; the civil guard protected the blacklegs. It was
a tough, violent struggle. Hatred became murderous.

I wanted to strike a real blow. In this I was inspired not
only by my father, but also by a leading terrorist called
El Degollado, “The Cutthroat.” It was easy enough to get
hold of dynamite in the mines. I made a bomb.

The civil guard had set up a post between one of the
factories and the railway embankment. This was my
target. Because of the frequent heavy rains of Pefiarroya,
the hut was raised above the ground by props, like a man
on stilts. I decided to put my bomb underneath and blow
up the post.

My comrade in the venture was another young terrorist
known as El Virulento. He was two years older than I.
We set out in the night under a bright moon. By creeping
along in the shadow of the houses we managed to reach
the post unseen. Then we planted our bomb and made off.
We had not gone far when we heard a terrific explosion.
The bomb destroyed the hut and killed four civil guards.
Nobody grieved for them, not in those days and in that
place.

El Degollado told us to go to Cérdoba and stay in
hiding there; he let us have some money for it. But I
remembered the advice my father had given me: “If
you're on the run, take to the hills. Money will betray
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you; civilization will betray you; women will betray you.
The mountains never will.”

El Virulento and I hid in the small hill village of El
Hoyo. Thirty hours after the explosion, the civil guards
arrested my father. They beat him unconscious, but he
swore he had no idea where I was.

We were in a hill district famous as the hide-out of
“noble bandits,” of men who robbed the rich and helped
the poor. We lived like bandits ourselves. We were out-
laws, hunted men in spite of our youth, and there was a
price on our heads.

The mountains never betrayed us. Nor did the people
of the mountains. Peasants sent us food through the
shepherds who climbed the steep slopes with their flocks.
We used our shoclaces to make snares for rabbits and
partridge. In this fashion we lived for seven months.
From time to time we left the hills during the night to go
down to Pefiarroya or another little town. But we risked
leaving our shelter once too often. We were just trying to
board a goods train at Pefiarroya when seven armed men,
four of them civil guards, surounded us. They first
marched us through the streets, then they beat us up and
threatened us with torture unless we led them to the
headquarters of the secret terrorist committee. We re-
fused.

In the prisons of Pefiarroya, Cérdoba, and Fuente Obe-
juna, they tortured us to make us betray our friends. They
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beat us with heavy whips. They crushed our feet in a
vise. They tightened the handcuffs on our wrists till the
circulation was stopped, and left us so for three or four
days on end. ‘

El Virulento’s spirit resisted their tortures, but his body
did not. He died in jail from his sufferings. It was the end
of a short and hard life. He had been an orphan, without
family or relations. Half bandit, half revolutionary, and
wholly a terrorist, he died before he really started to live.

His death was not quite in vain. It brought me my
freedom. The lawyers who had undertaken our defense
used his death to throw the whole blame on him. They
got me free.

I found that I had become a sort of hero among the
workers or peasants. The peasants proudly repeated the
name the police had given me: El Campesino, the peas-
ant. And I was proud because they were proud of me.

During the months I was in the prison of Fuente Obe-
juna, my cellmates were anarchists. What I learned from
them strengthened me in my political beliefs and in my
firm will to fight oppression by every possible means, in-
cluding violence. It encouraged me even more that peas-
ants sent me food while I was in jail. As soon as I was
released, I took up the fight again. I stayed in Pefiarroya
—illegally—and became the leader of a band of pistoleros,
gunmen who were out to harass the enemies of the
people.
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Then the war in Morocco broke out.

Under the monarchy, the Spanish Army was violently
unpopular. This became worse when the army was en-
gaged on a violently unpopular war. The regular officers
of the Spanish forces in Africa maintained discipline by
treating their men with the same brutality with which
they treated their enemies, the Moors.

I shared the people’s hatred of the army, the military
caste, and the Moroccan War. By then I had reached the
age when I was called up for military service. The police
detained me and handed me over to the unit for which I
was destined. I deserted at the first opportunity. They
tracked me down, arrested me, and took me to Seville
together with other deserters. There were many like my-
self who had no intention to fight for the monarchy
against which they had been battling all their conscious
lives. I deserted again. When I was rounded up for the
third time, they took no chances with me. They kept me
in handcuffs till after our landing in Ceuta, when they
delivered me to my unit at Larache.

My record as a deserter did not recommend me to
my sergeant, Sudrez. This man was a common criminal
who had gone straight from Mé4laga jail to the Spanish
Army in Morocco, thanks to a law which reprieved con-
victs with prison sentences of less than ten years if they
enlisted for five years. Sudrez not only insulted and beat
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the soldiers in his unit, he made them fight each other
for the sake of his fun. He showered punishments on us
without rhyme or reason. His men hated him. He hated
me. He hated me because I did not cringe before him.
It made him see red that I was not afraid of him. One
day when the company had formed, Sudrez ordered “El
Campesino, step forward.”

I stepped from the ranks. He strode up to me and,
without saying a word more, slapped my face with all
his might.

I didn’t move. I said, “Sergeant, you aren’t strong
enough to knock me down.”

He roared, “Silence! Step back!”

I knew what I was going to do, but I bided my time.
If my revenge was to be complete, it had to be planned
in such a way that I avoided punishment. One night the
Moors attacked Larache. The skirmish gave me my
chance. I killed Sudrez. My officers and my comrades in
the ranks suspected me—but what proof could there be
about a death in battle? After that day I noted that my
officers took care not to be rude to me. And the other
soldiers became more friendly.

They fed us badly at Larache, and one day our pa-
tience gave out. A group of us, myself at its head, broke
into the kitchen and destroyed such stocks of food as
there were. I was locked up. They told me I would get
at least six years in the fortress of Cadiz. But in fact this
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incident brought me, not into military prison, but into
the ranks of the Communist Party.

I believed myself alone, abandoned, and friendless.
Then Joseito came to see me. He was in the navy, but his
duty took him to and fro between Cadiz and Larache
with supplies for the army. He brought me tobacco and
food to eke out the prison fare. Best of all, he found an
officer in the Army Legal Corps who had liberal ideas,
took on my case, and worked so well for me that I was
set free after fifteen weeks.

This was the beginning of my friendship with Joseito.

It turned out that Joseito knew about my history and
my political ideas. Now he undertook my further political
education. I had read nearly all the important books and
pamphlets of Spanish Anarchist literature. Joseito gave
me Communist books and periodicals to read.

We Spaniards, and especially we of Estremadura, are
individualists. Anarchism comes more naturally to us
than communism. But little by little Joseito replaced my
individualistic notions with the collective doctrines of
the Communists. He roused my enthusiasm for the Rus-
sian Revolution. He convinced me of the need for a Com-
munist Party and International, with disciplined members
who were willing to sink their personalities in the com-
mon cause and obey orders from above without a ques-
tion. The grandeur of the Bolshevist Revolution over-
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whelmed me. I felt that Spain, too, was ripe for revolution.
And I asked Joseito, “What can I do?”

It was decided that I should start a secret antimili-
tarist paper under the title Bandera Roja, “Red Flag.”
Joseito was going to direct its policy, but I was to be
responsible for it and distribute it among the soldiers.

“A real Communist,” Joseito explained, “must do his
work, and get others to work, without getting caught.
It’s up to you to show that you deserve the Party card.”

I made the army pay for the costs of the paper which
attacked it: I pinched army supplies, sold them, and used
the money for the production of Bandera Roja.

Joseito taught me that the Moors were right to defend
their independence against the Spaniards who had in-
vaded their land. I was not hard to convince. And when
I am convinced, I act. As soon as I was disembarked at
Alhucemas, with French and Spanish units, I made con-
tact with two Moors and began to supply them with
arms and ammunition.

Later on, when I came back to Larache, I went to see
the captain who had been my counsel in the food mutiny
case. He said, “Take a bit of advice from me. Get out of
here—and quick!”

“Why?” I asked.

“You've had dealings with the Moors, havent you?”

“Maybe.”

“They know about it,” he said. “You may be arrested
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any moment. And this time I wouldn't be able to get
you off.”

I had entered Larache in uniform. I left it in civilian
clothes which my counsel got for me. He also let me have
a map of Morocco. At night I crossed the frontier into
the Riff, and was at once arrested by the Moors who took
me for a spy. It is a wonder they didn’t shoot me at once.
I told them about my collaboration with the two Moors,
and for seventeen days they dragged me all over their
territory, trying to find the two men who could confirm
my tale. I was lucky. We found them, and the Moors
accepted me as their friend. They gave me a horse, arms,
and Arab clothing. I lived among the Berbers, sharing
their everyday existence and adopting their ways. There
is much Moorish blood in Spain, and I must have my
share of it. I looked sufficiently like a Moor to pass for
one of them.

At the end of the Riff War, the Madrid Government
decreed an amnesty for offenders of my sort. I could
safely go back to Larache with the Spanish prisoners of
war whom the Moors now released. But the army had no
use for me. My record had convinced my superiors that
I would be more dangerous for them as a soldier in the
ranks than as an enemy. Yet in spite of the amnesty it
did not seem wise for me to return to Spain as a civilian
with the papers I carried. They did not give me a clean
bill.
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Luckily I found a sergeant with an exemplary service
record, who had six children to feed and needed money.
He sold me his papers, and so I was equipped with an
unblemished character. I made straight for Madrid.

This was the year 1929. I reported at the headquarters
of the Spanish Communist Party. The Party considered
that I had earned my membership card. I became a mem-
ber in due form. Then I started work as a road contractor.
I kept as.much of my earnings for myself as I needed
for urgent necessities. The rest I handed over to the
Party. I was a full-fledged Communist.
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THEN CAME the Civil War.

On July 18, 1936, news reached Madrid that the mili-
tary caste had risen in arms against the Spanish Republic.

When I look back on the day that followed, I wonder
how it could have held. so much bloodshed and battle,
and how I could have seen so much of it. I was among
the Republicans who stormed the Cuartel de la Montafia,
the barracks which the Fascists had turned into their
fortress. Later I joined the fighting for the airfield of
Cuatro Vientos. And in the end I found myself with
governmental forces operating in the town of Guadala-
jara, thirty miles from the capital.

And then came another nightmarish day. General
Mola was reported to be marching on Madrid. I rounded
up some twenty men, and we went to the mountain pass
of Somosierra, the key point where Mola had to be
stopped if he was to be stopped at all. It was my first
command: twenty-nine men, two lorries, rifles, and one
machine gun. I did not know it then, but this was the
beginning of the famous Forty-Sixth Division, the “Cam-
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pesino Division,” the largest formation of shock troops
in the Spanish Republican Army. But at the start our
group did not carry my name. We adopted that of Cha-
paev, the great guerrilla fighter of the Russian Revolution.
Thus we set out, not even in uniform, with our single
machine gun, meaning to stop General Mola’s regular
soldiers. Fortunately we were not left alone. A column
under Colonel Cuerva—who was killed two days later
—joined us soon. Then Captain Galan, an active Com-
munist who constituted himself my military adviser, put
four hundred men under my command. It was not ex-
actly a strong force to pit against trained soldiers, but
it was enough. We beat Mola’s troops back and not only
made three hundred prisoners, but also took ammunition
and lorries which were badly needed. Madrid was saved.

I had a head wound and was sent to a hospital. But I
could not stay there idle while the fighting was going
on outside. After two days I went back to my post,
though it was another month before I could get rid of
my bandages.

For my services at Somosierra I was given the rank
of captain, in front of my unit in formation. The Com-
munist Party were determined to profit by the distinction
I had won; at the ceremony in Buitrago, the members of
the Central Committee and even a representative of the
Comintern were present.

I heard that the Fascists had captured Villavieja and
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held my brother a prisoner there. I moved on Villavieja,
took the place back, and freed my brother. This feat
brought me the offer of another promotion. I refused. As
a lifelong antimilitarist I hated the officers of the army
and all they stood for. My new rank of captain was quite
enough.

Galan disagreed with me. He had been made a colonel
in the meantime, thanks to one of those rapid promotions
of the Civil War, caused mainly by the lack of high-
ranking officers on our side. Galan wanted me to accept
higher rank, possibly because he wished to see the higher
command in the hands of Communists. Whatever the
reason, he called two thousand militiamen together and
proposed my promotion to them. By acclamation they
voted me a major and the officer commanding the sector
of Buitrago. This was a nomination by the fighting men
themselves, and I accepted it.

Almost in spite of me, my command was growing. On
August 6, Largo Caballero visited us, confirmed my rank
on behalf of the government and—more important—pro-
vided uniforms for my militiamen. Now they really began
to look like soldiers.

Galan urged me to make an appeal to the Castilian
peasants, asking them to join the militia. I had doubts
about it. If they had not risen already in defense of the
Republic, why should they rise if I called them? Yet so
it was. Nobody was more astonished than I when thou-
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sands of peasants responded to my appeal and volun-
teered. Why did they do it? Because they hated profes-
sional soldiers as much as I hated them, and would not
listen to their appeals, not even to the appeals of those
who had remained loyal to the Republican Government.
To me they listened because they knew I felt as they did.
Because I was El Campesino, the peasant, one of them.

With the peasant volunteers I organized seven bat-
talions. We had barracks of our own in Madrid. I used
professional soldiers who had remained loyal as instruc-
tors and advisers, but I still did not trust them as leaders.
They were with us now, but before that they had been
soldiers, and therefore against us—wasn’t our enemy in
the field the military caste?

The war was going badly for us. From the start the
Fascists had the help—solid, substantial help—from the
Italians and Germans. We got no help from the Russians
until two months after the outbreak of the fighting, and
even then it was not on the same scale. And we did not
get it for our own sake. But I did not see that at the
time. I should have seen it, but I did not. I was blind.

Again Madrid was in danger. On November 4, Largo
Caballero, the premier, who prepared for the transfer
of his government to Valencia, asked General Miaja and
myself to save the city. I took six battalions and posted
them at the most dangerous and vulnerable spots.

The decisive days were November 6-9. But many
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people in our own camp did not realize that they might
be decisive, because they had given Madrid up for lost.
The world expected the fall of Madrid from one hour to
the next. And the world should have been right; Madrid
was ripe to fall. It should have fallen, if the men, women,
and children had not united to save it, as no civilians had
ever united in defense of their homes.

I am no talker; I am a doer. This time I had to talk.
We held a mass rally in the largest theater of the capital,
and I spoke to the crowd. I told them, “Stop crying. The
Fascists won’t enter Madrid. But if we want to stop them,
you must turn out, all of you, men and women, children
and old people, and dig trenches, and build fortifications
round the town. People of Madrid, arise!”

We went out in lorries and collected everybody we
found in cafés, theaters, and in the streets. And they
came. They worked the whole night with an enthusiasm
and a will to resist that might have shamed the govern-
ment which had abandoned its capital.

The enemy expected to take Madrid on the tenth.
Early that day, while I was inspecting the outposts with
two of my officers, I saw two Fascist tanks coming up.
We captured one of them, the other turned to flight. The
lieutenant who commanded the captured tank carried
plans for a simultaneous attack on Madrid from nine
directions. Forewarned as we now were, we could meet
the Fascists at every point. They were surprised by our
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resistance and withdrew. For the second time Madrid
was saved.

The Russians had begun to play their game in Spain.

There was the famous Fifth Regiment. All the Com-
munist and more-or-less-Communist writers, journalists,
and poets praised it to the skies. They called it unique,
and it was unique.

From the beginning, it had been a Communist regi-
ment. But for the first two months of the war, before the
Russian intervention, it had been a regiment of Spanish
Communists. Then it was a unit of militiamen. Its com-
mander was Major Barbado, member of the Central
Committee of the Party. Its political commissar was
Enrique Castro. Like so many other old-time Commu-
nists, Castro was disillusioned by Moscow at a later stage;
he has published a book which explains why he lost faith
in Russian Communism.

One of the first steps after Russia began to take a hand
in the Civil War was a change in the command of the
Fifth Regiment. The Communists replaced Barbado by
Lister, who was a typical Stalinist, always putting Russia
first and Spain second—or perhaps nowhere. Like Mo-
desto, the second of the two men on whom Russia mainly
relied during the Civil War, Lister was Moscow trained
in every sense. To complete their control of the Fifth
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Regiment, the Moscow Communists also used two leaders
behind the scene. One was Major Orlov, personally dele-
gated by Stalin, and the other, Major Carlos J. Contreras.
Nowadays Contreras is known under another name; he is
Vittorio Vidali, leader of the Communists in Trieste.

The Russians sought to establish the supremacy of
reliable Communist detachments over all the military
forces on the Spanish Republican side, through the Fifth
Regiment, and also through the International Brigades
which they controlled with the help of the Frenchman
André Marty and the Italian Longo, who called himself
Gallo in Spain. They saw to it that the Fifth was the best
equipped regiment, and had ample funds, and that it
enjoyed the advice and instruction of Russian technicians
as well as of other foreign specialists operating under the
close control of Russian agents. The Fifth Regiment was
practically independent of the Defense Ministry. For that
matter, it was practically independent of the Spanish
Republican Government.

The Communists succeeded in terrorizing the profes-
sional soldiers who served with them. Those who played
the Communist game were rewarded with promotions
and glorified by the Communist press in Spain and
abroad. Those who showed opposition were discarded,
unless they had very strong political support. An example
was the case of General Miaja. At the beginning he held
out against the Communists; it was decided to remove
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him from his command. Then he learned of his danger
and submitted to Communist direction. At once the Com-
munist press made a favorite of him. Other officers took
this object lesson to heart.

In spite of Russian determination to keep the Fifth
Regiment under the control and direction of Moscow-
trained leaders, it was made part of my command on the
orders of Largo Caballero, with the approval of the Rus-
sian military advisers. My first shock brigade had been
organized at Alcal4 de Henares and included six bat-
talions plus two companies of guerrillas. The Fifth Regi-
ment was nominally added to this command. It was done
at the time when the Russians made most of me, using
my popularity with the masses they had not been able
to reach otherwise. Ilya Ehrenbourg wrote a series of
articles about me, in which he called me “the Chapaev
of the Spanish Revolution.” Eventually my brigade be-
came the Forty-Sixth Assault Division.

The arrangement by which the Fifth Regiment was
in my command, but under the orders of Lister, offered
more advantages to the Russian-trained Communists
than to me. They were in a position to get the credit for
my victories and let me take the blame for their blunders.
For instance, when I took the Cerro de los Angeles, the
Communist press celebrated it as Lister’s victory. In
fact, what he had done was to lose the position and retire
to Perales de Tajuna, where he consoled himself by feast-
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ing. I had the job of regaining the ground he had lost;

and then he emerged once again to reap the credit.

During that time the Russian agents, working mainly
from the headquarters of the International Brigades at
Madrid and Albacete, organized the execution not only
of people who opposed the Communists directly, but
also of those who showed reluctance in following their
directives. And because the Fifth Regiment was on paper
part of my command, they could pile the responsibility
for a great number of those acts on me. They found it
useful that the name of a commander who was a promi-
nent Communist should inspire terror, behind the lines
as well as at the front—and that this man was someone
who did not belong to their inner circle. They looked
further into the future than I did. I had been brought
up in a school of terrorism. I did not shrink from violence.
The reputation which was built up around my name did
not bother me—then.

I am not pretending that I was not guilty of ugly things
myself, or that I never caused needless sacrifice of human
lives. I am a Spaniard. We look upon life as tragic. We
despise death. The death of a bull in the ring, the death
of a man in war, seems a fitting end to us. We do not
torture our consciences about one or the other, Through-
out the Spanish War, I held power over life and death in
my hands. I do not say that I always used it wisely or
even justly. I do not apologize for anything I have done.
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It was a bitter war. It was not pretty on either side.
But Republican excesses, such as they were, were nothing
compared with Franco’s. It was Franco who mobilized
Moorish troops against his countrymen, and gave them
free rein. And the excesses of which I may have been
guilty myself were nothing compared with those of the
Moscow Communists. I did not slaughter my comrades
in arms for disagreeing with my political opinions.

Once the Communist caucus used me as a cover and
made me arrest one of our supporters. This was when
they thought Madrid lost. Modesto and Miaja called me
in and told me that the colonel commanding the assault
guards of the national palace—the former royal palace—
had revolted against the government, and his men with
him. This was astonishing news, for the assault guards,
a body formed by the Republican Government in 1931,
had been constantly loyal to it, in contrast to the reac-
tionary civil guards. But I had no reason to doubt what
Modesto and Miaja told me. At their request, I took some
men with me and arrested the colonel and his guards.
Then I handed him over to Modesto. Only later did I
find out that there had been no such thing as a mutiny
or revolt. The colonel’s only fault was that he was neither
a Communist nor the tool of Communists.

This incident left me in control of the royal palace,
which had been the residence of Alfonso XIIL I found it
disappointing, in spite of its enormous size. It lacked the
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magnificence I had expected. With my aides I went
into the king’s bedroom. It was decorated with splendid
mirrors and gilt woodwork. Its chief piece of furniture
was a huge screen. Across one of the walls stood the
king’s bed, also gilt, eight feet long and six feet wide,
and in a recess above its head was a great crucifix.

“Well,” I said to my aides, “who wants to sleep in
the king’s bed tonight?”

They seemed frightened by the idea, as if they felt a
vague superstition. One of them said openly that it would
bring bad luck.

“All right,” I said, “in that case the bed of the king is
for me.”

And that night, E1 Campesino, the peasant, slept in
the bed of Alfonso XIII, the last decadent sovereign of
what had once been one of the most powerful empires
of the world.

He had owned a very comfortable bed.
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A MORE SIGNIFICANT story is the story of Teruel,
and I have to tell it.

At the time of the Fascist rising, this important Ara-
gonese town fell into the hands of the rebels. General
Sarabia won it back for the Republic towards the end
of 1987. It was a victory of more than military impor-
tance. Republican morale had fallen low at this period,
and the recapture of Teruel gave the people new faith
and new courage.

It also gave renewed prestige to the Socialist leader
Indalecio Prieto, under whose orders as minister of de-
fence the action had been carried through. The Commu-
nists did not like this. Prieto was no pawn of theirs and
stood in their way. While he remained at the head of the
Defense Ministry, with his influence undiminished, they
could not hope to gain complete control of military
affairs. Thus they set out to torpedo Prieto, at the cost
of losing Teruel.

The first step was to remove General Sarabia. As long
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as he commanded at Teruel, nothing could be done. Not
only was he the man who had worked out the campaign
for recapturing the town, and therefore the last to risk
its loss, he was also a faithful friend of Prieto. The Com-
munists managed to get Sarabia transferred elsewhere,
and at the urgent request of the Russian Generals Gre-
gorovich and Barthe, Modesto was made commander
in his place. Then they began to put their plot into prac-
tice. The advanced defense positions of Teruel were held
by Anarcho-Syndicalist divisions. These units were de-
nuded of artillery. Without heavy guns, they could not
possibly hold out; they were sure to be driven back from
their positions. Teruel would be lost. But the Anarcho-
Syndicalists as the troops immediately responsible, and
the Socialist Prieto as the minister of defense, would be
discredited—at a price.

Though I did not quite see through the scheme, I was
not stupid enough to miss the point of the steps which
had been taken. I asked Gregorovich, “What is it you're
trying to do? liquidate the popular front? Do you really
think we Communists are strong enough to hold out by
ourselves?”

“It's not a question of liquidating the popular front,”
Gregorovich answered, “but of making it do what we
want. We've got to discredit the Socialists and the Anar-
cho-Syndicalists, and show people that the Communists
are the only ones who can hold Teruel.”
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I protested, but Gregorovich and Modesto reminded
me of the discipline of the Communist movement. And
I obeyed. I still had not grasped the full extent of their
plans. Because I was not Moscow trained, they did not
consider me safe enough to be trusted with them. I knew
they were risking Teruel, but thought it was nothing worse
than a miscalculation. Only later did I discover that not
the endangering but the actual loss of Teruel was a neces-
sary part of their campaign to discredit and discard
Prieto.

Their campaign also included my own removal.

It was not that I had earned the hostility of the Rus-
sian Communists by that time. I had not. They were still
giving me great publicity as a Communist hero, and con-
tinued to do so long after Teruel. But I didn’t belong to
the inner circle. I was a Spaniard, even if I was a Com-
munist, and never forgot it. I was not devoted to Soviet
Russia above everything. I sometimes talked back. They
used me while my work served their ends. If ever my
death were to serve them better, they would be able to
spare me. Now they felt that my death would serve
them better.

At the beginning, they had used the name of E1 Campe-
sino to rally the peasants. Later, they had used it to
build up fear and terror. Now they intended to use El
Campesino to provide a martyr for the cause. Commu-
nists have never underrated the importance of martyrs.
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Unfortunately for me, fortunately for them, I would
have made a good martyr.

The Anarcho-Syndicalists had to be driven back to
compromise them; Teruel had to be lost to compromise
Prieto and the Socialists. But the Communists had to be
the last defenders of the town—this would add to their
prestige. So I was left with my men to defend a forlorn
hope to the last. If we all were killed, if I was killed, the
Communists would be able to blame Prieto for the loss
of Teruel—and for the loss of El Campesino. Modesto
and Gregorovich had decided that I should render this
final service to the Party. The only thing was, they failed
to inform me of it.

The Fascist offensive against Teruel, directed by
Franco in person, lasted from January 21 to February 9,
1938. The advanced positions were lost, and I quickly
found my force of 16,000 men surrounded. Outside the
town, Lister and Modesto commanded six brigades and
two battalions. They could have helped me. They did
nothing of the kind. Even worse, when Captain Valde-
pefias wanted to come to my rescue, they prevented him
from doing so.

But I have little taste for martyrdom. I fought back.
Shut up in Teruel, besieged and encircled by the Fascists,
my men fought on splendidly. Of the nine hundred men
of my One Hundred First Brigade, who bore the brunt
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of the attack, only eighty-two survived. I decorated all
of them when the battle was over.

At the last stage, fighting was going on inside Teruel
itself, around the bull ring. All the nearby buildings were
in ruins. In these ruins, the Fascists were intrenched on
one side, we on the other. I was directing the defense
from a cellar.

Then word was brought to me that the Fascists were
shouting across to our men, “El Campesino is dead—sur-
render! We've killed El Campesino—surrender!” I ran
out of the cellar, jumped on to the rubble which was our
parapet, and shouted, “Where are those bastards who say
El Campesino is dead? Here I am! Do you think I look
dead?”

The Fascists were so surprised that they did not even
remember to fire at me. Then my aides got hold of me
from behind and pulled me back just in time. The bullets
started whistling overhead just as they hustled me back
into my cellar.

There was no hope of holding Teruel any longer. Now
the task was to try to save my men and as much as pos-
sible of our equipment. We fought our way out, through
the encircling forces, at the cost of a thousand men.

Among our casualties was one of my aides. He fell
at my side, killed instantly. I wanted to save his body
and took it on my back. But I soon realized my folly and
laid the body down in the snow. My cloak was soaked
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with his blood. I threw it away. This act gave rise to the
second report of my death. My cloak was of a special pat-
tern, made for me in Madrid to look like those the Rus-
sians wore. My men recognized me by it in the field.
Also it had the stars of a commander in chief.

This cloak was picked up and brought to Franco. He
called in newspaper correspondents and showed them
the bloodstained cloth and the identifying stars. The
report went out: “El Campesino is dead.” Even the
Republican Government believed it. An official telegram
informed my wife that I had been killed in action.

As soon as I had led the survivors of my command to
safety, I rang up Prieto. “El Campesino speaking,” I said.
“I've broken out of Teruel with most of my men and a
good deal of our material.”

“You're joking,” said Prieto. “El Campesino is dead.
Who is that speaking?”

“Go to bloody hell,” I started, but Prieto interrupted
me: “Now I recognize you,” he said. “I know you by
your vocabulary.”

When I found out that two hundred guns were avail-
able in Valencia and could have been transferred to the
Anarcho-Syndicalist units to hold Teruel, I was furious.
I demanded that Lister, who had clearly left me in the
lurch, be removed from his post. But the Russians pro-
tected him and that was that.

Two months later Prieto, whose position had been
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weakened by the loss of Teruel, was forced to go—after
a Communist mass meeting conducted by La Pasionaria,
at which he was accused of negotiations with the Fascists.
Dr. Negrin, the premier, took over the Defense Ministry
himself. The Russians thought they could manage him
more easily than the stubborn Prieto.

And Franco had taken Teruel.
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THE WAR was going from bad to worse. It was no
longer possible to doubt what its end would be, and this
end was very near.

The war cost me my family. My father had organized
and led the largest group of militiamen in Estremadura,
12,000 strong. As arms they had what they could get,
hunting rifles, pistols taken from civil guards, and home-
made bombs. For two months they had been fighting in
the region between Salamanca and Ciceres to prevent
Franco from getting arms or reinforcements of Moorish
troops via Portugal. Then my father was captured. My
sister Maria was arrested. The Falangists hanged both
of them. It was for my father’s exploits that they were
executed; but it was because they were my next of kin
that their bodies were left hanging for a week, with
placards on them announcing triumphantly that these
were the father and the sister of El Campesino.

Because the Fascists could not kill me, they killed my
wife and my three children. All the men of my family
were wiped out, and all of the women, except one cousin.
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My younger brother, who fought like a lion in the war,
was taken prisoner—I cannot understand how, being my
brother, he let himself be taken alive! When they were
through with him, they shot him. I was fatal to all those

who were related to me.

* * * ¥ *

At the beginning of the disastrous war, when we had
a very different vision of its end, Colonel Francisco Galan
and I had sworn not to shave until the day we entered
Burgos, the capital of Franco. I had grown a thick, black
beard, not long, but tightly curled. It was not well
groomed; we had no time for beauty treatments in our
campaigns. But it had become my hallmark, a distin-
guishing feature by which I was recognized everywhere.

With defeat upon us, a distinguishing feature became
a bad thing to have. It was obvious that we were not
going to enter Burgos. Galan shaved off his beard and
advised me to shave off mine. I said I would. It so hap-
pened that some ardent Communists in Galans com-
mand saw him without his beard and questioned him
about it. He told them that I was going to follow his
example.

A little later I was called to the Central Committee of
the Communist Party in Madrid “on urgent business.”
It never occurred to me to connect the summons with my
beard, and I went. When three Russian generals backed
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by La Pasionaria urged me not to sacrifice my beard, I
thought they were pulling my leg. At first they spoke
with a grin, joked, and compared my beard to Samson’s
mane. But when they saw that I would not take them
seriously, they all became very grave and earnest. To my
amazement I found that the “urgent business” for which
they had called me away from my post consisted in that
beard of mine. They told me that I had to keep it; it had
become legendary. If I shaved it off people would take
it as a bad omen. A clean-shaven Campesino would no
longer be El1 Campesino.

One of the Russian generals said, “Your beard isn’t
your personal property. It belongs to the Spanish people,
to the Revolution, to the International. You have no
right to shave it off. It is a matter of Party discipline.”

They even made the Secretary-General of the Party,
José Diaz, ring me up during our conversation, to con-
vince me of the “political importance” of keeping my
beard. I kept it.

I kept my beard until Valencia. We were still resisting
at Valencia, but we knew that our only hope was to hack
our way out and reach the coast elsewhere. My aides
believed that my chances would be better if I got rid of
that easily identifiable beard. But I refused to cut it off.
I had promised to keep it, and I repeated to them what
the Russian generals had told me.

My aides had no respect for the wisdom of Russian
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generals. They grabbed me, tied me to a chair, and
tackled my beard. The more I swore at them, the more
they roared with laughter. So they scraped off my beard
and some of my skin with it. Then they wrapped it up in
a piece of paper and hid it under the roof of the house.
But first they wrote on the wrapping, “This is the beard
of El Campesino. It belongs to the Spanish people. One
day we will come back for it.”

We got into our powerful car with as many arms as
we could handle. Then we roared out of Valencia towards
the southwest coast. We had to cross the eastern prov-
inces of Spain and part of the south. Here and there
Franco supporters had set up road blocks and control
points. But, though the Fascists had won the war, they
had not yet managed to establish order. Everything was
in wild confusion. The roads were choked with fugitives,
civilians and soldiers, some seeking a place where they
could hide, others going to surrender themselves.

Without my beard I slipped past at most of the control
points. Even so, Falangists recognized me three times
and tried to arrest me. We shot our way out with our
automatic weapons. Three times our route was marked
by the bodies of those who had tried to stop us.

By a miracle we reached the coast, at the little fishing
village of Adra, twenty-five miles from Almeria on the
road to Mélaga. The Franco forces had not yet moved in.
Adra was still run by a Socialist administrator called
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Belmonte. He gave us shelter in his house which also
served as the office of the local council of which he was
the head.

Night fell. Suddenly the calm was shattered by shots,
shouts, the sound of tramping feet, and the clatter of
hoofs. The soldiers of Franco had reached Adra.

The Fascist commissioner presented himself at Bel-
monte’s office. We had only just time to hide in another
room and lock the door. Through the thin partition wall
we could hear the voices of the new administrator, his
wife, and his assistants. They had brought a wireless
set along, to pick up official messages. Someone turned
it on. From our hide-out we listened. It broadcast the
message that E] Campesino was somewhere in the region.
Survivors at the last road block where they had tried to
stop us had given the alarm.

The radio ordered, “El Campesino must be taken,
dead or alive.”

We could hear the Fascists in the next room discussing
it. The commissioner gave order to his assistants to post
sentries on all the roads and send scouting parties to look
for us. “Let’s get out of here,” I said to my friends.

We burst into their midst, firing as we entered. The
Fascists had no time to act. We killed all who were in
the room and rushed out into the streets. The noise of
our shooting had roused the sentries outside. As we
emerged, they opened fire. We returned it even while
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we were making for the harbor. The running battle went
on all the way from the house to the beach. Belmonte’s
wife was hit and fell. It looked as if she had been killed
on the spot, but there was no time to stop and find out.
We ran on.

Several motor launches were moored in the small har-
bor. We picked out the boat which seemed biggest and
most powerful, and pushed off. As we were moving away
from the shore, we saw our pursuers putting out after
us. We ceased our fire so as not to betray our position,
and plowed through the black waves without lights.
Thanks either to the darkness or to our choice of a boat,
we shook off our enemies.

The engine chugged steadily, our bow cut the water
into twin fans of white foam. We set our course for Africa.

[37]



Vi

CROSSING THE Mediterranean was not difficult. Our
tank had not enough petrol for the whole long passage,
but we stopped a fishing boat and commandeered as
much as we needed. Turning eastwards—we would have
landed in Spanish Morocco otherwise—we followed the
African coast to Oran, in French territory. There I at once
got in touch with French Communists. They told me that
I had been reported dead again. The Spanish radio had
announced that I was believed to have been killed. It was
quite a reasonable assumption. The Fascists at Adra
had no inkling that I was involved in the skirmish there.
The last news of me had come from the third control
point where we had shot it out. Afterwards—nothing. It
was natura] to think that I had been killed in the fight.

The wife of the French Communist leader, Maurice
Thorez, and two Communist deputies went with me to
Marseilles and on to Paris. I was given a triumphant
welcome by the Politburo of the Party and by its
parliamentary group. One might have thought I had won
the war instead of losing it.
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It was decided that I should go to Russia. Where else?
I was an exile and a Communist. I had nowhere else to
go. I had no business anywhere else on the face of the
earth. The French Communist officials gave me an end-
less questionnaire to fill in, as they did to the other
Spaniards and members of the International Brigades
who were to be sent to Soviet Russia. My comrades
docilely answered the innumerable questions and re-
corded their private histories down to the last details. I
threw the questionnaire back and told them, “The Rus-
sians knew me well enough. I don’t have to answer all
these questions.”

The ship which was to take me to Russia was waiting
at Le Havre. She was a Russian ship, a combined cargo
and passenger boat which normally plied the route from
Leningrad to New York via London, and was considered
the newest and most luxurious Soviet vessel afloat. This
time she had been sent especially from Leningrad to Le
Havre to pick up the most important Communist fighters
of the Spanish War.

When I came to Le Havre, the official car of the Soviet
Consul was waiting for me at the station. It took me
straight to the ship, which weighed anchor at once. She
had been waiting for me; all the others were on board.
We sailed on May 14, 1939.

There were about three hundred and fifty passengers:
more than half the Politburo and the Central Com-
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mittee of the Spanish Communist Party, the commanding
officers of the Fifth Regiment, and some thirty leaders
of the International Brigades.

With us came the famous Soviet writer Ilya Ehren-
bourg. I had met him in Spain and had not liked him.
He had spent most of the Spanish War in the most ele-
gant hotels, had driven round in the most expensive
cars, and all at the expense of the Spanish people. Offi-
cially he was nothing but the most brilliant war cor-
respondent of Pravda. But his intimate contact with the
Russian Army and G.P.U. people in Spain made me
suspect that he had other, less straightforward missions
as well.

Perhaps I ought to have been grateful for his flattering
articles, but I wasn’t. For one thing, he had published a
story of my life which was full of blatant falsehoods.
And then his oily, theatrical, and jesuitical ways annoyed
me. I tried to keep out of his way on board, but he seemed
to stick to me like a burr. In a sugary tone and a half
confidential, half patronizing manner he began to give
me good advice. I had to consider myself as subject to the
discipline of the Communist International and not to that
of the Spanish Party. Because of my role in the Civil
War, I stood a good chance of being regarded as the chief
of the Spanish immigrants in the U.S.S.R., provided I
showed that I had a clear grasp of my position and its
limits. The true and only fatherland of Communists all

[40]



EL CAMPESINO

over the world was the Soviet Union, and our indispu-
table head was Comrade Stalin.

I remember that I answered him hotly, “I'm a Spaniard
above all and will always be. Anyhow, I don'’t intend to
stay in Moscow for more than a few months. Then I'll go
back to Spain and organize the guerrillas.”

He shook his head sadly, and explained that I would
have to get my impulsive temper and self-willed char-
acter under control if I wished to be a good Communist.
Then he added, “Now you must begin to study, get a
good political and military training, and carry out the
wishes of our leader.” His words alarmed me, and I asked
him a few questions about the Soviet Union. In a mild
tone he said, “You'll have to prepare yourself for a shock
when you see what things are really like. You foreign
Communists have been idealizing the Soviet Union. So-
cialism isn’t perfect yet. There are still many weaknesses
and failures—and many enemies and saboteurs.”

“Do you mean to say the Soviet paradise isn’t any such
thing?” I asked naively.

With an ironic smirk he answered. “The ‘paradise’ is
a propaganda invention. After all, why should other peo-
ples learn the truth? He finished by saying gravely,
“Spain lies behind you. The Soviet Union is now your
only country. Don’t forget that. And above all, don’t
start any discussion.”

Ehrenbourg must have known very little about the
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Spanish mind. He certainly didn’t know me. All that his
words achieved was to make me feel suspicious and
curious. For the first time I asked myself, with a feeling
of oppression and fear, what might be waiting for me in
Soviet Russia.

I tried to get information from the leaders of the Inter-
national Brigades who had lived in the Soviet Union
before. They had been my good friends and comrades in
arms. Most of them were Germans who had gone to Spain
to fight against Hitler there, and they had felt happy to do
so. They had warmly responded to our Spanish direct-
ness and plain speaking. I thought they would tell me
the truth. But I found them quite changed; they were
depressed, fearful, or suspicious, but in any case inacces-
sible. It was more than clear that they resented my ques-
tions and did not wish to talk. Only those who had not
been to Soviet Russia before counted themselves lucky to
go there; the others sounded worried. It was as if they felt
the blow of having lost the war more deeply than we
Spaniards—perhaps because they knew how failures are
regarded in the U.S.S.R., whatever their reasons. There
was a wall between them and myself, which I had never
noticed before.

Only one of them dared talk with me. He was a veteran
German Communist who had done well in our war. He
had been classified as being an “anarchist” and “undis-
ciplined,” and had volunteered for service in Spain to
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clear himself of those black marks. He was going back
to Soviet Russia because he had left his wife and two
children there as hostages. He told me that most of his
comrades were in the same situation. He was under no
illusion; from the moment he stepped aboard he knew
himself in the power of the N.K.V.D. Only when there
was no one in sight did he talk frankly to me, and even
then he kept his voice low.

It was this friend who first told me about the working
conditions and the life of peasants and industrial workers
in Russia, and about the regime, its bureaucracy, police,
and terror. When I reacted violently to some of the things
he said, he warned me, “Youre a good Spaniard but an
undisciplined Communist, and you're going to pay for it.
Even you who come to the Soviet Union with a great
name and great fame! Will that save you?” He shook his
head. I answered, “I want to find out the truth, and I
don’t mind paying the price.”

* * * * *

Our ship landed us at Kronstadt.

As soon as she entered harbor, two small launches
came alongside and N.K.V.D. men swarmed aboard,
some in uniform and others in plain clothes. They started
at once a thorough search of our luggage. Each passenger
was called in separately. Everything of the least value
was confiscated, even books, periodicals, photographs,
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and personal letters. I had nothing with me but a small
bag with toilet things. “Here we've a real revolutionary
generall” one of the agents exclaimed. The words were
approving, but the tone betrayed disappointment. Per-
haps he was sorry because I did not bring all the gold
and jewelry which the Franco radio said I had taken with
me from Spain.

My Spanish comrades emerged from their ordeal with
an air of sad bewilderment. They did not protest. Not
the careful search itself stunned them, but the rudeness
of the N.X.V.D. agents in dealing with Communist refu-
gees who were, after all, not quite unknown persons. I
think we all began to feel that nothing belonged to us
any more, that we did not even belong to ourselves any
more.

Another kind of welcome was staged for us at Lenin-
grad. The port was decked with enormous posters bear-
ing the portraits of Stalin, Molotov, and Beria. Beneath
milled a crowd whose shabby clothing I noticed even
then. In an immense, barnlike structure in the port, long
tables were set out, loaded with flowers, savories, cakes,
and bottles of wine and vodka. They had sent a delega-
tion from Moscow to receive us—representatives of the
government, the Comintern and the trade-unions. A
Colonel Popov presided. There were toasts and speeches
translated by a Russian interpreter whom I had known
in Spain two years earlier. I was called upon to say some-
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thing. I said we had come to the Soviet Union to heal our
wounds and to find solidarity for our task of liberating
the Spanish people. A Russian replied in the name of
Stalin that the Soviet Union welcomed us as its guests of
honor and would place each one of us at the battle post
to which we were entitled. Our spirits rose, helped by
the good food and drink. Here was comradeship! We
cheered Stalin, the U.S.S.R., and the future revolutionary
Spain.

Afterwards Colonel Popov came up to me, with the
interpreter at his elbow. From the beginning he had
singled me out for special consideration. Now he was
friendly, brotherly, and flattering. “General, we regard
you as the foremost representative of our Spanish com-
rades. I hope you will help us to know the others better,
so that every one gets the job for which he is best fitted.
Can you give us detailed information about them?”

My face must have registered my feelings, while I
stalled in my answer. Popov insisted smilingly, “We
trust you absolutely. What we want is to know our com-
rades thoroughly so that we don’t make any mistakes
with them. You're a great Communist fighter. You should
have every interest in making our task easier.”

The interpreter gave the last sentence a slight hint of
menace. I was not forthcoming. Popov became even more
urgent, and also more precise. He demanded informa-
tion about all those who had come on our ship—their
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behavior during our war, their remarks, if any, about
the Moscow trials, and their personal characteristics. I
parried the questions as best I could. I was sure he meant
to check my reports against the statements in the ques-
tionnaires my comrades had filled in, and against the
answers he would get from others. It also might have
been a way of testing me.

After the ceremony, we were driven to the railway
station. What I saw on our way through Leningrad was
depressing. Side by side with great modern factories
were miserable hovels. Popov, who kept observing me
closely, wanted to know what I thought. I asked him why
they hadn’t built houses fit for workers to live in, if they
had been able to build those marvelous industrial plants.
He answered coolly, “All this is a transition. What is im-
portant for the Soviet Union now are the factories.”

Leningrad Station was jammed with people. Many
were lying on the floor among their packs and bundles,
in the greatest filth. When our group came in, some of
them pressed towards us in lively curiosity. At once a
group of N.K.V.D. militiamen drove, pushed, and kicked
them out. I spoke my mind to the interpreter who stood
beside me. He, who had known me in Spain, answered,
“Here in the U.S.SR. you can choose between two
things: the best places to live in, or Siberia. I can see you
haven’t changed. But youll have to change yourself
completely here—or youll have a very bad time.”
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In the train we were divided into three categories.
Each group was sent to the class of coaches which, in
the opinion of the Russians, corresponded to its rank and
importance. Pullman cars were reserved for top-ranking
military leaders like myself, for the prominent members
of the Central Committee, and, of course, for the fifteen
delegates who had come from Moscow to meet us. These
delegates and the interpreter were the only ones who
had the right to move freely from one coach to another.
We others were allowed to go to the restaurant car—once.
In the Pullman cars we could order drinks and cakes. The
lesser ranks elsewhere had to go without these delicacies.

The whole train was in the charge of N.X.V.D. guards,
although it carried only Communists who had passed the
hardest tests. They did not let us leave the train at any
of the stations where it stopped, not even to stretch our
legs, and no one was allowed to get in. We were given
strict orders what to do and what not to do during the
journey, including the hours in which we might smoke.
We were caught in the iron discipline of the Russian
Communists.

At Moscow we were received as no other foreigners
had been received before, or so I was told. At least fifty
cars and a horde of journalists, photographers, and offi-
cials waited for us at the station. I, in particular, was
greeted by an outburst of publicity. My photograph
appeared everywhere. I was in all the news reels. Press
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and radio magnified what I had done. I was the hero of
the hour. But when I wanted to walk through the streets
of Moscow and look at things with my German friend
who was my inseparable companion, four N.K.V.D.
guards went with us everywhere. They had worked out
an itinerary for me. I did not care to see Moscow in that
fashion and stopped my wanderings.

The living quarters they allotted to me were beyond
complaint. Along with the others who had been deemed
worthy of a seat in a Pullman car, I was put up at Monino
House, a luxury establishment quite different from any-
thing I had expected to find in Soviet Russia. I had my
first surprise when I went to the baths to get rid of the
dust of the journey. My German friend came with me.
Two pretty young girls, more elegantly dressed than any
of the women I had seen in the streets, showed us into
the bathroom. I waited for them to go out, but they
stayed. At my question, my friend told me that they
were there to soap us and look after us. I was ashamed
at the thought of undressing before them and letting
them help me with my bath. But my friend whispered,
“Don’t protest and let them do their job. And see you
drip Communism from all your pores all the time—
remember, every word and every gesture of yours will be
noted down.”

Every refugee of rank had a servant maid to himself,
all of them young, well dressed, and perfumed. They
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carried the membership card of the Komsomol and were
a feature of Monino House.

Monino House had a main building, which stood in a
great park planted with pine trees, and twelve bungalows
surrounded by gardens full of flowers. Rowing boats
were moored at a wharf running out into the river. The
social center of the Monino was the dining room with its
huge windows looking onto the park. It seated a hundred
persons. There were flowers on each table, in Soviet
Russia a great luxury. The kitchen provided the special
dishes of several nations. Wines and liqueurs were freely
available. And all this was served by pretty, smiling,
young waitresses, who spoke several languages and knew
the art of provocation, both erotic and political. Their
principal duty was to make themselves agreeable to us.
A maitre d’hétel used to stand in the center of the dining
room and see to it that none of the waitresses made a mis-
take. A weekly meeting was reserved for complaints or
criticism of the service. Our waitresses knew that any
complaint would bring punishment upon them.

The private maids of the Monino’s more important
guests were there to obey our slightest wish and do any
service for us, including that of going to bed with us.
They did it so naturally, so much as a matter of course,
that it seemed an elementary duty. It was as easy to ask
them this “service” as it was to ask them to wash up; only
they did it with more alacrity. This was, after all, what
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their masters of the N.K.V.D. wished them to do, for a
man is never so prone to speak his innermost mind as
when he is with a woman with whom he has shared the
ultimate intimacy. Even in their moments of transport,
in what should have been their moments of greatest
tenderness, these girls never forgot to listen for a word
of criticism or revolt which they might pass on. In this
way new arrivals in Moscow were observed and cata-
logued for the first time.

I stayed three months at the Monino, leaving its con-
fines only when I was taken to a meeting or a public
function. My German friend stayed only two months.

He had told me of his fear that he was still branded
as “undisciplined,” even though he was lodged at the
Monino with the other prominent members of our group,
and that one day he would be called for. His greatest
worry was that he had not been allowed to get in touch
with his family after his return to Moscow. His wife did
not even know he was back in Russia. If he were to dis-
appear there would be no one to inquire for him.

One day he failed to turn up. I asked if anyone had
seen him. Two of his comrades told me that a car had
come to the Monino at eight in the morning and that
they had seen him get in. He had left no message for me.

I asked the manager of Monino House what had hap-
pened to my friend. He smiled and said, “He’s been sent
on a mission.” Then he gave me a look and added, “Com-
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rade, in the Soviet Union you must never ask where
someone has been sent on work for the Party or the
Comintern.”

I ignored his hint and asked everyone who was at all
likely to know whether there was any news of him. No-
body knew anything. I never heard of him again.

[51]



W

AFTER THREE MONTHS' leisure at the Monino, I was
sent as a student to the highest staff college in the Soviet
Union, the Frunze Academy.

It was not my own choice. What I wanted was not to
be taught how to be a Red Army general, but to re-enter
Spain illegally and start organizing the guerrillas against
Franco. But I did not decide for myself. My fate, and
that of all the others who came to Russia from Spain, was
in the hands of a special committee in Moscow. It con-
sisted of five Spaniards; La Pasionaria, her secretary
Irene Tobosco, Modesto, Lister, and Martinez Cartén
(who later was sent to Mexico to direct the assassination
of Trotsky; the Frenchman André Marty; the Italian
Palmiro Togliatti; and the two Russians, Bielov and
Blagoieva, who were leading members of the Comintern
" and the N.K.V.D. They resolved that I should go to the
Soviet training school for generals.

I protested against their decision to José Diaz, the
secretary-general of our Party, whom I knew better than
any of the committee members, and whose task it had
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therefore been to inform me of my allotted role. Diaz
said, “You have been one of the bravest soldiers we had
in the war, but now you must study modern scientific
warfare. The Frunze Academy is the best military col-
lege in the Soviet Union, and possibly in the whole world.
You'll learn a lot there.”

“Do you really think so?” I asked. “I wouldn’t expect
it, not when I think of the officers the Russians sent to us
in Spain.”

He gave me a friendly warning, “Don’t be so quick to
criticize, and be a bit more moderate when you say what
you think. They don’t like that sort of outspokenness
here.”

This talk settled nothing. It took three or four sessions
before I gave in. I repeated again and again that my
place was not in Russia but in Spain, and that I wanted to
get there as quickly as possible.

Once he answered me, “But you can’t go to Spain. You
have no papers.”

“T only need the papers to get out of Russia. Once I'm
outside I'll manage the rest,” I said.

He didn’t tell me what I learned later on, that it was
precisely the permit to leave Soviet Russia which would
have been denied me. On another occasion he tried to
persuade me that the standard of living of the Russian
workers was higher than that of the Spanish workers.
From what little I then knew about wages and prices I
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thought he was wrong. I pointed out to him that it was
enough to look at the clothes and faces of workers in the
streets of Moscow to guess at their situation. In the end
he admitted, “You may be right, but don’t let us go into
it now. Once we're back in Spain, we'll try to build up
real socialism, different from things here. But for the
moment keep quiet and obey orders.”

With José Diaz it was at least possible to talk frankly.
He was a simple man, honest and sympathetic, though
he was no great political, intellectual, or military leader.
And he certainly was no match for the old foxes of the
Comintern. He talked me round by promising that I
would stay in the Frunze Academy for eight months
only and would be permitted to go abroad afterwards.

There were twenty-eight of us Spaniards selected for
training at the Academy, and in addition four Russian
women who had worked in Spain during the Civil War.
These women were admitted to the Academy together
with us so that they should be able to carry on their old
assignment of spying on us. Apart from us, the only
foreigners studying at the college were thirty-two Chinese
officers. After we left, the only other exception as far as I
know was made for officers of the satellite countries at the
end of the World War.

The Chinese officers were listed and passed off as
Mongolians, citizens of the U.S.S.R. We Spaniards were
passed off as Russians.
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During my first week at the Frunze Academy I had
no name, only a number. We spent that week studying
the military code, particularly the sections dealing with
discipline and its sanctions. We also heard about the
privileges and benefits of being an army officer in the
U.S.S.R. At the end of the week uniforms and official
papers were given to us. This ceremony was attended by
a general who represented the Soviet Government, by the
chairman of the board directing the Academy, and by its
C.0. When my turn came, the general handed me my
papers with the words, “From now on your name is
Komisaro Piotr Antonovich.”

“My name is El Campesino,” said I. “I am proud of it.
I don’t wish to change it.”

With a sour smile he answered, “Whatever your name
has been, it is Komisaro Piotr Antonovich.” And he turned
to the next man.

I never discovered who had hit upon that name for
me. But I made a protest to the Spanish Party leaders.
La Pasionaria told me, “The name of El Campesino isn’t
your property. It belongs to the Party which gave it to
you.”

“It never did that,” I said. “I was El Campesino long
before I ever joined the Party. I earned the name at my
own risk with my own blood, and I mean to keep it.”

They called me to the room of the officer commanding
the Academy. Sternly he said, “Komisaro Piotr Antono-

[55]



EL CAMPESINO

vich, you are an officer of the Red Army now; you are
under Communist military discipline. If you maintain
your rebellious attitude, you will have to be court-mar-
tialed in accordance with the military code you have
been studying.”

I could do nothing. Henceforth I was Komisaro Piotr
Antonovich to the Russians. I was formally forbidden
to use the name of El Campesino again. My re-education
began with the loss of my name. It was meant to put an
end to my past and to my identity as a Spaniard. The
other Spaniards at the college had their names changed
in the same way and for the same purpose. Apart from
the psychological reasons there was a practical reason as
well. Our presence at the Soviet Staff College was a
military secret. The world was not to know it.

We had nothing to complain about our position inside
the college. We not only got the pay corresponding to our
respective ranks, but also the emoluments to which our
decorations from the Spanish War entitled us. The ma-
jority of our group ranked as brigadiers; three—Lister,
Tagiiefia and Merino—as divisional commanders (gen-
erals); I myself as general commanding a mobile shock
division (a category by itself ); and Modesto as general
commanding an army corps, a post he had held at the end
of the Civil War.

Modesto and Lister had to go through a special train-
ing, both military and political, to prepare them for
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operating in France, if and when the situation favored
a Communist triumph in the neighboring country of
Spain. Tagiiefia was being trained for a similar job in
Hungary; Merino for Czechoslovakia. Merino actually
went to Prague when the Communists came to power
there. If I was intended for a definite assignment, I
never heard of it. Probably they had not made up their
minds, because I had not exactly given proof of my
capacity for discipline.

The highest pay was Modesto’s and my own, 1,800
rubles a month. This was very much indeed. Our in-
structors, who all held ranks from colonel to general,
were paid from 1,200 to 1,900 rubles. The C.O. of the
Academy himself got no more than 3,000 rubles. And
the average monthly earnings of workers in Moscow
ranged from 250 to 300 rubles! If I had continued my
military career in the U.S.S.R. through the World War,
my pay would have reached 5,000 rubles a month. In
addition, we enjoyed the privilege of all price reductions,
special services, and services free of charge in respect
of food, rent, travel, entertainment, medical care, and so
forth.

Even within our privileged circle there were gradations
and distinctions. Thus we were all entitled to eat in the
restaurants of the Academy at special prices; but there
were three different dining rooms, each for a separate
category of people. The best was for the use of the teach-
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ing staff and the “international generals,” the second best
for high-ranking Russian officers, the third for the rest of
the students. They gave us the finest food imaginable,
sometimes dishes it would have been hard to get else-
where for love or money. And we paid ridiculously low
prices. A steak that would have cost a normal person
outside 20 rubles—which a worker certainly could not
have afforded on his wages—cost us less than a ruble,
90 kopek.

Our prestige, too, was well looked after. No opportu-
nity was missed to refer to us as the “Comrades Inter-
national Generals” and to remind us that we were “the
highest military category of International Communism,”
the future “leaders of the Red Army in the service of
World Revolution.” When they mentioned Spain, it was
only to bring it home to us that there we had been at the
head of a miserably weak and small army, while we now
were preparing for posts of command in the glorious Red
Army of our great leader, Stalin.

A building dedicated to the “Heroes of the Russian
Revolution,” and nearing completion at that time, was
thrown open to us. As each room was finished, we moved
in one by one. I happened to be the first Spaniard to get
quarters there. Apart from ourselves, the Russians who
had fought in Spain and some who had fought in Mon-
golia, China, and other countries were allowed to live
there. The rooms were exceptionally large, up to seventy-
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five feet long, and usually destined for two families, with
a kitchen and a bathroom. The building was some eight
hundred yards from the Academy proper. Its neighbors
did not appreciate its presence, because it was guarded
by the N.K.V.D. with extreme care. People living within
a radius of two hundred yards needed a special pass
signed personally by Beria, the chief of the NK.V.D., to
be able to get into their own homes.

The Frunze Academy occupied one of the largest and
most modern buildings of Moscow. It also had a great
number of branch establishments, “polygons,” training
and testing grounds for the various arms, most of them
close to the capital. Only the center for gas warfare was
at a distance of some hundred miles from Moscow. Dur-
ing my own stay, from August, 1939, to January, 1941,
between five and six thousand officers were studying at
the Academy. A panel of generals, about a hundred of
them, prepared the courses, inspected and supervised the
college. The teaching staff and other personnel were at
least twice the number of the pupils. All our professors
had Russian names and Russian ranks, like the students,
but many of them were foreigners. It was easy enough to
spot them even when they spoke Russian without an
accent. Though they wore Red Army uniforms, they wore
no decorations. The Russians were aglitter with them;
some wore up to twenty ribbons. Also, each foreign
teacher had two secretaries with him during all his
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courses, who were apparently there to help with the
maps.

I myself knew the following foreign instructors: two
Italians, one ranking as general, the other as colonel,
both infantry; one French general; two English generals;
two Chinese colonels; one Mongolian colonel; two Es-
tonian generals; four Germans engaged on hush-hush
work, three of them generals and one colonel. I met one
of them later in Tashkent where he had been deported.

Among our artillery instructors were two by the name
of Zhukov. One became the famous marshal who entered
Berlin.

We were supposed to know nothing about the real
nationality of our teachers. It was the rigid rule of the
Academy that we were to confine ourselves to our own
courses and our official relationship with our instructors,
and never to try to discover the real identity of either
teachers or fellow students. If we were being trained for
future service in Europe, we had nothing to do with the
officers who trained for service in Asia. As my own ac-
count shows, it was impossible to enforce this rule of
secrecy with complete success. But the system was very
near perfection, thanks to the intricate mutual espionage.
In principle we were all informers. We were all supposed
to report any fellow student or teacher who showed
curiosity about the others or gave too much information.
If we failed to report suspicious remarks or behavior, we
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never knew if we would not be reported ourselves for
that failure, because the other person might be an agent
provocateur. Apart from the N.K.V.D. officials at the
Academy who were known as such, there were many
others we did not know—possibly the most unlikely
people. Of one thing, however, we were quite certain:
all the women in the college, secretaries, interpreters, and
so on, were in the pay of the N.K.V.D. And they were
not the only women whom we met.

Outside the Academy was a large public garden. By
the time we left, having finished our day’s studies, it was
always crowded with attractive, elegant, young women.
It was very easy to pick up an acquaintance. In fact, it
was easier to do it than not to do it, for the girls them-
selves used to take the initiative and accost anyone from
the Academy. They would describe themselves as stu-
dents, office workers, or sometimes even as simple work-
ing women, which they did not look in the least. Each
spoke several languages. Also, each one seemed to have
a room of her own, in itself a curious circumstance in
overcrowded Moscow. There they would offer us choice
food and vodka, which they could not possibly have
afforded if they were what they pretended to be. We
hardly ever doubted that they were Stakhanovites of
love in the service of the N.K.V.D.

Still, our exacting curriculum left us little time for
dangerous pastimes. We had to report at the Academy
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at six sharp in the morning. After twenty minutes of
calisthenics, we were put through our drill in goose
step for the rest of an hour. Then we had breakfast. At
eight sharp every pupil had to be in his class. An unex-
plained absence or coming five minutes late meant the
lockup. The Academy had its own prison for minor
offenses committed within its four walls, and a discipli-
nary board with powers to punish infractions of the
rules. But these infractions had to be slight indeed to
be treated as a domestic matter of the college. Absentee-
ism or lack of punctuality might be within the compe-
tence of the disciplinary board a first and a second
time. But the third time the offender was deprived of his
uniform and turned over to the N.K.V.D.

The courses and lectures went on from eight till four.
After each class, which lasted either one or two hours,
we had a break of ten minutes during which we were
allowed to smoke or drink a cup of tea. The timetable
was so arranged that all the pupils went through all the
lectures in strict turn. At three the restaurants opened,
and we could dine there when our classes were over.
But we still had our homework to do; we had to sort out
and copy our careful notes from each lecture for inspec-
tion on the following day. If they included drawings,
these had to be done to scale overnight.

Our technical military training was rigorous and
exacting, but to the minds of our instructors it was not
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so important as our political training. A good strategist
who was not a blind supporter of the regime was poten-
tially more dangerous than an indifferent strategist who
was, because the first could do more damage if he ever
changed sides. The other might commit all sorts of
blunders which involved the loss of lives, and he would
have to pay the price of failure, but he would always
remain a pillar of the regime.

The political examinations worried the students at
the Frunze Academy more than any technical examina-
tion. The highest mark was five. Those who did not get
at least a three, in some cases a four, were immediately
expelled, even if they were brilliant in other subjects.
An expulsion not only ended a man’s career, it also
branded him as a suspect character. The higher the
military rank of a student, the more was demanded of
him in political knowledge and reliability. A brigadier or
divisional commander had to have a political education
equal to that of a graduate of the Marx-Engels-Lenin
Institute. We had to know the history of the Communist
Party such as it was officially taught at the time. We had
to master the minutest details of Stalin’s life as a political
and military leader. No, as the leader. For, the figure of
Lenin was overshadowed by Stalin, while Trotsky was
mentioned only to demonstrate Stalin’s wisdom and far-
sightedness in undoing Trotsky’s incessant errors and
acts of treason. And then we were taught to see every
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problem under the sun in the light of Stalinism and to
believe that he, Stalin, the “greatest leader of all times,”
was infallible.

Every officer and pupil of the Frunze Academy had to
be a totalitarian fanatic.
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LIFE AT THE Academy was beginning to irk me. It
was not only the obligatory secrecy, the atmosphere of
spying, and the demand for political conformity, all
foreign to my nature. There was also the feeling that I,
who had always fought oppression of the people, was
being turned into an oppressor myself; that I, who had
no use for any sort of caste, was now a privileged mem-
ber of the military caste. To make it worse, this military
caste tended to become hereditary, as far as I could see.

During my eighteen months at the Frunze Academy,
I knew only four fellow students who had been manual
workers. Two of them had so distinguished themselves
as soldiers that they were first promoted to the rank of
lieutenants and later admitted to the staff college be-
cause of their outstanding military gifts and proved
devotion to the regime. Two others, one of them a former
miner from Stalinogorsk, the other a former metal
worker, had made their way there through the N.K.V.D,,
through their services against “counterrevolutionaries”
during the great purge. But once inside the college, these
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four ex-workers found themselves regarded as upstarts
and outsiders. One of them spoke Spanish. He began to
tell me about it.

Confidences were rare in our lives at Frunze Academy.
But either this man turned to me because of my reputa-
tion for outspokenness and lack of discipline, or because
he had to talk to someone and did no longer care whether
he chose the right person or not. He knew what threat
was hanging over him. Twice he had been called before
the disciplinary board of the Academy. He realized that
the next time other people would deal with him. His
mouth was twisted in a bitter smile all the time. It was
he who told me many things about the working of the
Academy, the histories of some other students, the true
nationality of our teachers, and so forth.

He told me one day, “Sooner or later we workers will
all be expelled. There have been workers here before,
and they've all disappeared. The others hate us. They
denounce us whenever they can. There’s a class struggle
within the college. The ones who came from the privi-
leged classes look down on us; they think we have no
right to posts of command in the Red Army.”

He was right. One after the other, all those four who
had been workers left for Siberia.

But what this man had said to me made me observe
the social class from which my fellow students were
drawn. It was, of course, different with the foreigners
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who were in an exceptional position. Yet nearly all the
Russian student officers were the sons of important offi-
cials, of engineers or factory directors, or of army officers.
The sons of officers constituted a special group. The mili-
tary themselves were interested in reserving the high
posts to their caste; the regime found it useful to reward
the fathers by promoting the sons and so tying both to
its service.

The real inner circle, however, was formed by the sons
of officials who had helped to consolidate Stalin’s regime
by their activities against anarchists, kulaks, Trotskyites,
Bukharinites, etc. Because of what they had done, the
survival of their fathers depended on the survival of
the regime; the sons enjoyed an exaggerated respect at
the Academy—unless one or the other individual was
found to be unworthy of his father by one of the countless
informers.

I had been admitted to this select company because
of my past services and because I was a foreigner. But

I did not feel happy in it.

* ¥ %* * %

During all this time my private worry and tension was
eased by the devoted affection of a young woman.
While I was still fighting in Spain, the Soviet press
had published the news that I had been decorated with
the order of Lenin by the Russian Generals Gregorovich
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and Malinovski (who called himself Manolito then).
Shortly afterwards I had a letter from the Komsomol
congratulating me. It was signed Ariadna Nikolaia. I
answered it as one answers that sort of letter. It did not
seem very likely then that I would ever meet Ariadna
Nikolaia. But one day while I was staying at the Monino,
I went to the International Library to look up the files of
Spanish Communist newspapers. A young girl who
studied Spanish was there too. She recognized me
from my photographs and introduced herself, Ariadna
Nikolaia.

She was fair-haired, a trifle taller than I, very young,
very intelligent, and very pretty. I learned that she was
studying for an engineering job. She belonged to the
Soviet élite. Her father was an old Bolshevik who had
been N.C.O. under the Czar, had worked with Budenny
in the Fourteenth Cavalry Corps during the Russian
Civil War, and had risen to the rank of general in the
Red Army. From that time on he was a friend of Stalin.
Ariadna herself was friendly with Stalin’s daughter.

A few days later I met her again at a football match.
This time I made a date with her. Four months after
my arrival in Russia we got married, with the highest
official blessing; our witnesses were Gorki, secretary of
President Kalinin, and the adjutant of Beria, the N.K.V.D.
chief. We lived at first in a room of the small flat of
Ariadna’s father, then we moved into the annex of the
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Frunze Academy I have described. Ariadna was a great
help to me, especially in the early days when she taught
me to speak Russian, showed me Moscow, and introduced
me to people it was useful for me to know.

At the Academy things were going badly for me. I
never seemed able to learn that if my examiners ques-
tioned me about my opinions, they did not wish to hear
what I really thought, but only the opinions I had been
told to hold. I ought to have rattled them off like a
parrot. But even when I had grasped this fact, I still
couldn’t bring myself to behave accordingly.

We were regularly subjected to such probings. In addi-
tion to the scheduled examinations and outside the nor-
mal school hours, we had to go through oral tests every
two or three months. It was one of them which marked
my final fall from grace.

I was already in bad odor, and knew it. I insisted on
regarding myself as a Spanish, not a Russian Communist.
I had criticized the way factories and Kolkhozes were
run, and had said loudly that such a method would not
work in Spain—a frightful heresy! It was being whispered
that I, who had fought against the Spanish Trotskyites
by every means because I believed I was serving the
cause by it, was a secret Trotskyite myself. And there is
no deadlier crime in the U.S.S.R. Then came the fateful
test.

The examining board consisted of the director of the
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Academy, the chairman of the board governing it, and
one of my professors. All other Spaniards had been asked,
among other questions, which army was the best in the
world in their opinion. They all had answered, “The
Soviet Army.”

I did not think so. When my turn to answer came, I
said, “In my opinion, the German Army is the best in
the world. It is the German Army we must prepare to
meet in battle.”

This caused a sensation. It was the wrong answer,
certainly not the answer I was supposed to give. But I
thought it my duty to answer as I did. If I was right—and
I had been in a position to gauge the quality of the Ger-
man Armyl—what I said was important, because it is
important to know the extent and direction of a possible
danger. I knew that my examiners only wished to find
out whether I had absorbed the official doctrine and was
willing to repeat it, but the servility of my comrades had
disgusted me too much.

A grave view was taken of my reply. I was called be-
fore the director, and a special board of interrogation
was formed with some other members of the adminis-
tration of the Academy. They not only fired questions
at me, they also tried to convince me that I had been
wrong; that, first, the Soviet Army was the best in the
world; that, secondly, we had to prepare not against the
German Army but against the armies of the “Imperialist
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