
The Lincoln Battalion was formed by a group of volunteers from the United States who 
served in the Spanish Civil War as soldiers, technicians, medical personnel and aviators 
fighting for Spanish Republican forces against the Nazi-supported forces of General  
Francisco Franco and his Nationalist faction. The Lincoln Battalion integrated white and 
black volunteers on an equal basis. Of the approximately 3,015 volunteers from the US,  
681 were killed in action or died of wounds or sickness.

 “I still have the strength to say: ‘¡Viva la República Española!’”

The republic is an emotional touchstone for leftwing Spaniards, but admirers of the  
volunteers are spread across the world. Groups devoted to their memory exist in the US, 
Britain and half a dozen European countries. Mention of them can provoke sudden displays 
of enthusiasm, as I discovered when I began researching the group: a Spanish journalist 
pulled down his shirt to reveal the Brigades’ triangular symbol tattooed on his shoulder;  
a German in California sang their songs; and a Scottish writer at a neoliberal magazine talked 
wistfully about an uncle from Glasgow who had volunteered.

History is neither neat nor clean, especially when it comes to past wars. The first casualty  
of war is said to be truth, but really it is nuance. War presents stark, binary choices. Kill 
or be killed. One side or the other. The truth is more complex than that, as the story of the 
International Brigades and their afterlife shows.

In early October 1936, a 21-year-old classics graduate from Cambridge, Bernard Knox, 
slipped an old pistol into his bag and passed through the border control at Dover on his way 
to Spain. Britain was promoting non-intervention – a sop to Hitler and Mussolini, whose 
troops were blatantly fighting for Franco. It did not want British volunteers taking part.

In the early days of the civil war, before returning to Britain to recruit volunteers,  
Cornford had joined one of the militias that emerged when, in response to the coup,  
a counter-revolution broke out inside the republic. Socialists, anarchists, communists  
and regionalists in Catalonia and elsewhere grabbed control of the streets. Militias  
abounded, with women also donning uniforms and carrying weapons. “The women are fine,” 
wrote Felicia Browne, a British artist who joined a militia group. They were heady days,  
with the streets of Barcelona daubed in revolutionary slogans described by another  
volunteer fighter, George Orwell, in Homage to Catalonia as “startling and overwhelming”.

Fresh recruits arrived by their hundreds every week from as far away as China, Chile and 
Abyssinia, though most came from Europe or the Americas – and many were already political 
or economic exiles. At least one in 10 were Jews, rebelling against their position as fascism’s 
chosen victims. The American historian and veteran Albert Prago called the International 
Brigades “the vehicle through which Jews could offer the first organised armed resistance  
to European fascism.” In fact, almost all brigaders saw themselves fighting a global battle  
to stop fascism, in which Spain was just a part. With Hitler and Mussolini on the other side, 
that seemed obvious – if not to politicians in London, Paris or Washington.

*excerpts from “The Contested Legacy of The Anti-Fascist International Brigades”

source: https://www.theguardian.com/news/2020/oct/22/the-contested- 
legacy-of-the-anti-fascist-international-brigades
 

When the world starts burning ring the bell, ring the 
bell / We can say we can say we were there when it fell 
/ Hear the voice of the choir fare thee well, fare thee 
well / We gave ‘em hell, gave ‘em hell, gave ‘em hell / 
You were born far away in the pouring rain, dreaming 
I would meet you there someday / Well, I don’t know 
your story and I don’t know your name but I can tell 
you that you won’t die in vain . / When you come face 
to face with the weight of your fate / (Will you) Count 
your blessing or just count your mistakes? / When the 
sun begins to set on the things you never did / Will they 
haunt you or the ones you have left? / To the end of the 
day nothing left but to raise up a glass to the lost and 
the brave / You may be buried in a grave that is marked 
with no name / But I’ll be thrown down in a hole just 
the same / To arms the brave / Unknown soldiers wait / 
March on, march on to our very last breath / It’s victory 
or death…
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