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Abstract

Seeing Red: The Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion in Canadian History and Memory
By Trisha Turner

The Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion are a group that has been historically
overlooked. Since they first volunteered to fight in the Spanish Civil War there has
been a stigma associated with this group, a taint of communism that made them
‘suspect’. This negative association led to increased attention from the RCMP and
ultimately the denial of veteran status from the federal government. This study
explores the way in which these volunteers have been viewed since their enlistment
and return to Canada and how these views have shaped the memory, or lack thereof,
of the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion.

November 2019.



Introduction
“Over the decades there was to be no officially sanctioned silent moments for

these heroes ... Seventy-five years have passed, yet they still get no respect ... the
government ignores their legacy.”!

The Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion (“Mac-Paps”) are among the lesser known
Canadian veterans of the twentieth century. The Mac-Paps were one battalion of the
International Brigades, a group of volunteers convoked by the Comintern to fight for
the Spanish Republic during the Spanish Civil War. This conflict began in July 1936
and lasted until 1939, and was by no mean isolated to Spain.2 General Francisco
Franco and his Nationalist supporters overthrew the Spanish government in a coup
d’état on the eve of July 17, 1936.3 The Republican forces, assisted by the

International Brigades, supported the elected Republican government.

The Spanish Civil War has its roots in the deposition of the monarchy in 1931
and the abdication of King Alfonso XIII. This date marks the beginning of the
Republican government in Spain, which would govern until Franco’s coup d’état in
1936. Francisco Franco was a general in the Spanish army and took advantage of

this position as well as widespread dissatisfaction over Spain’s poor economy,

1 Peter Worthington, “Distorting Spanish Civil War History,” Toronto Sun, June 2,
2012. Accessed: April 30, 2019. https://torontosun.com/2012/06/02 /distorting-
spanish-civil-war-history/wcm/b15e5d22-7c84-4402-a5c3-6ac39b1d3ba6

2 Michael Petrou, Renegades: Canadians in the Spanish Civil War 1936-1939
(Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2008), xiii.

3 For the purposes of this thesis, the term nationalists and rebels will be used
synonymously and interchangeably to describe those who supported Franco and his
cause. “Republicans” will be used to refer to those who remained loyal to the
democratically elected government and its supporters. Veterans are those who
participated and volunteered for the International Brigades, regardless of whether
they are officially recognized by the government or not.



growing separatist movements, unstable leadership and secular reforms. The

conflict in Spain soon gained the attention of the rest of Europe.

The Spanish Civil War was a concern for the other powers in Europe. They
feared that the fighting in Spain could spread to the rest of Europe and plunge it into
another war; something that most countries were not prepared to deal with. With
the First World War and the Great Depression barely in the past — and their
ramifications still a reality — most European countries did not have the economic
strength, infrastructure or the manpower to participate in another major conflict.
For this reason, many countries adopted an isolationist view, with the exception of
Germany and Italy (which backed Franco’s Nationalists) and the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics (USSR) which supported the Republicans. Apart from these
interventionists, the isolationist mentality that dominated in Western Europe and
North America led to the creation of the Non-Intervention Committee, a joint
venture between the French and British governments, and the Non-Intervention
Agreement, signed by twenty-seven countries. This idea of non-intervention spread
across the Atlantic to Canada, which in July 1937 (under the Liberal government of
William Lyon Mackenzie-King) enacted the Foreign Enlistment Act: legislation that
forbade the recruitment and enrolment of Canadian citizens in foreign conflicts in

which the Canadian government did not formally engage.

Despite the Foreign Enlistment Act, 1500 Canadian volunteers joined the

International Brigades to fight for the Spanish Republican government, the second



largest contingent per capita after France.* The Canadian battalion was named after
Mackenzie and Papineau because they were historic Canadian figures, that
represented both English and French Canada, and had leaders in the 1837
rebellions. William Lyon Mackenzie led the Upper Canada Rebellion, while Louis
Joseph Papineau headed the rebellion in Lower Canada. The Mackenzie-Papineau
Battalion was involved in battles at Jarama, Brunete, Quinto, Belchite, Fuentes de

Ebro, Teruel, and the Ebro.5

Despite the support of the International Brigades, Franco’s Nationalist forces
claimed victory in April 1939, and Spain became a fascist dictatorship under Franco.
The surviving volunteers of the International Brigades who had come from across
the globe, were forced to return to their countries in defeat and, because of Russia’s
role in the creation of the International Brigades, those who volunteered became
viewed as communists and as agents of the Soviet Union. This was the case in
Canada, where the Royal Canadian Mounted Police surveilled the volunteers after

their return, believing them to be a threat to Canada.

With the stigma that surrounded communism now attached to the veterans,

and the surveillance and restrictions that went along with it, they were denied the

4 While both Canadian men and women volunteered in the Spanish Civil War, this
paper does not focus on women'’s involvement as there is a notable lack of
information on their numbers or their role in the conflict. It is for this reason that
the term “volunteer” was selected, so as to not infer that no women were present.
This is a potential avenue for further research to better understand Canadian
women'’s participation in the Spanish Civil War.

5> Victor Howard and Mac Reynolds, The Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion: The
Canadian Contingent in the Spanish Civil War (Ottawa: Carleton University Press,
1986), 1.



heroic veteran status that was bestowed on the soldiers of the other major conflicts
of the mid-twentieth century, in particular the Second World War, and they faded
into obscurity for fifty years. In the 1980s, however, a group of veterans began a
campaign for recognition from the Canadian federal government. Over the course of
the volunteers’ campaign, they received backing from left-wing political parties and
the general public, but were unable to garner enough support from the federal
government to win official veteran status or government recognition. This,
however, did not preclude the veterans from being recognized for their actions, local
initiatives at recognition and commemoration began in the 1980s and continue to

this day.

Historiography

The historiography of the International Brigades tends to focus on the
soldiers’ experiences during the war with an emphasis on major battles, as well as
their participation in units such as the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion, the Abraham
Lincoln Brigade, and other divisions. Scholars in this field of study in Canada
include Michael Petrou, Victor Hoar, and William Beeching who have looked at
factors that influenced volunteers’ participation in the Spanish Civil War by
examining the impact of labour camps, general feelings of discontent, and the
influence of a steady paycheque on the recruitment process. The Canadian
historiography centres heavily on justifying the volunteers’ decision to fight in Spain

and their ideological motivation, and generally mirrors broader scholarship on the



International Brigades, which is characterized by noticeable shifts in approach and

methodology.

Scholarship on the International Brigades appears to fall into one of three
categories: Socialist histories tend to focus on the communist elements of the
International Brigades and highlight their actions as a part of a broader
revolutionary movement; Social histories shifted the focus away from communism
as the structure responsible for creating the International Brigades and instead
argued that the volunteers must be treated as individuals, each with their own
motivations for joining this foreign war, rather than seeing them as a cohesive and
ideologically inspired unit. A focus on the social profile of the volunteers prior to
their enlistment attempted to identify trends that could help to explain their
participation. Finally, the last major interpretation that appears in the
historiography sought to explore the larger implications of the Spanish Civil War on
an international scale with an emphasis placed on the Cold War and its
ramifications. These studies examine the impact this conflict had on international

politics and emphasize the political dimension of the conflict and its legacy.

Socialist Histories

The socialist history of the International Brigades first appears in scholarship
as early as 1939 and continued until the end of the Cold War. The main aim of this
literature is to paint the Brigades in a positive light, often stressing the fact that
these volunteers were the ‘first anti-fascists’ and were on the ‘right side’ of the

conflict. In this way, we can see this approach as apologist in nature, as they are



trying to defend the actions of the International Brigades, who received much
criticism for their participation and suffered for their involvement following their
return home. Within this socialist history is an element of military history,
emphasizing how important the volunteers’ role was, and retelling the events of the
war. These studies use descriptions of the battles and the enemy to demonstrate

the volunteers’ heroism and to show that their cause was just.

Some of the first works on the International Brigades were written by
veteran volunteers. For example, Britons in Spain was written by William Rust in
1939.6 Rust was a communist functionary and his book recounts the exploits of the
fifteenth International Brigade. His narrative emphasizes a sense of revolutionary
unity, with communism binding the troops together. Another early book is The
Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion: Canadian Participation in the Spanish Civil War, by
Victor Hoar and Mac Reynolds.” In trying to understand the Canadian experience,
this book focuses on the conditions and losses the troops suffered during the
Spanish Civil War. In directing their study in such a way, Reynolds and Hoar
highlight the heroism and idealism of the “Mac-Paps” especially when they were
aware of the likelihood of death and defeat. This book was a jumping off point for
Canadian literature on the International Brigades, which was built upon further by
veteran William Beeching, who retells his experience as a Canadian volunteer.

Although this book was published in 1989, it still adheres to the socialist narrative

6 William Rust, Britons in Spain: The History of the British Battalion of the XVth
International Brigade (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1939).

7 Victor Hoar and Mac Reynolds, The Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion: Canadian
Participation in the Spanish Civil War (Toronto: Coop Clark Publishing, 1969).

10



that Rust laid the groundwork for some fifty years earlier. In his work, Beeching
also seeks to demonstrate that the veterans were on the ‘right side’ of the conflict

and therefore deserving of recognition.8

Amirah Inglis, who writes about the Australian participation in the Spanish
Civil War, sees the symbolic significance of the sixty-six volunteers who travelled
from Australia to Spain to aid the Republic in the Spanish Civil War.? In her
conclusion, Inglis agrees that, in terms of contributions to the war effort, Australia’s
role was insignificant.1® However, looking at the matter symbolically, she finds that
sixty-six people travelling across the seas to aid in a battle they had no stake or
claim in because of their beliefs was highly significant and laudable. Inglis’
contributions to scholarship on the International Brigades mirrors Beeching’s

attempt to put the spotlight on the righteousness of the volunteers and their cause.

Ideological themes are less prominent in American literature on the
International Brigades than in Canadian or British scholarship, but American
historiography likewise focuses on the experiences of the volunteers. Alvah Bessie
and Albert Prago compiled letters, memoirs and diary entries by veterans of the

Spanish Civil War into an anthology.1! In the preface to Our Fight, Prago notes that

8 William Beeching, Canadian Volunteers: Spain, 1936-1939 (Regina: Canadian Plains
Research Center, 1989).

9 Amirah Inglis, Australians in the Spanish Civil War (London: Allen and Unwin,
1987).

10 [bid., 213.

11 Alvah Bessie and Albert Prago, eds. Our Fight: Writings by Veterans of the
Abraham Lincoln Brigade, SPAIN 1936-1939 (New York: Monthly Review Press,
1987), 12.

11



“not only has recognition been lamentably absent, but our history (Veterans of the
Abraham Lincoln Brigade) has been virtually obliterated.”'? In the texts written by
veterans, there is a sense of urgency in recording their story and preserving it for
future generations. There is likewise the recurring theme of being on the morally
correct side of the conflict, and the need to demonstrate that what they did was both

right and warranted.

Our Fight, Australians in the Spanish Civil War, and Canadian Volunteers were
written to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary of the Spanish Civil War, and
therefore also have a commemorative function. We can see the issues discussed as a
way to remind the readers that these volunteers fought for something worthwhile
and are worthy of recognition and remembrance. Their messages all deal with
attempting to convince the reader of the honour of fighting in this war. As Prago
and Alvah write, there was a hope that: “in the not too distant future the veterans ...
will be honoured by our fellow citizens, by the people’s institutions and perhaps

even by our government.”13

Social Histories

With the decline of socialist history in the 1980s, social history gained
purchase among historians. Social history was a decisive move away from “big-
man” or “top-down” history, which focused on governments, ideologies, and

singular, important people and their impact on history. Instead, social history

12 Tbid.
13 Tbid.

12



sought to examine the past from the perspective of the everyday person and looked
at grassroots movements as a way to understand history from the bottom-up.
Historians have found it productive to look at the International Brigades in this way.
It provided a layer of depth that was not present in the narrative of the volunteers
prior to this point. This seems to be the type of literature with the greatest breadth.
Focussing on the lives and identities of the volunteers is a fruitful approach to
examining the International Brigades. This approach promised new information on
the Brigades, as it no longer looked at grand narratives of revolutionary struggle,
but rather at the volunteers as individuals. This offered new avenues for research
through interviews and oral history, which gives texture to the history as the
volunteers came from a range of backgrounds and had various motivations. It also
strips the stories of the ideological agendas present in the earlier socialist histories.
This change in historical approach happened at a key moment as the number of
veterans living was dwindling and there was a limited amount of time to record

their experiences.

The work of Peter Carroll in the Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, is an
example of social history providing new and important information to a previous
topic of study. We can see his study of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade as a bridge
between socialist and social history as he frames the American volunteers’ presence
in Spain as being just another battle in a larger fight against fascism. This type of
framing is not dissimilar from a socialist perspective which always claimed to be

anti-fascist; however, he goes about this by looking at their military service without

13



romanticizing or glorifying the struggle, but also looks at their social and cultural

backgrounds.

Arguably the most complete account of Canadian participation in the Spanish
Civil War, Michael Petrou’s Renegades: Canadians in the Spanish Civil War follows a
similar approach to understand “what happened to [the volunteers] during the
course of the war and in the years that followed.”'* He differentiates his work by
blending social and military history. While the others are focused specifically on the
lives of the volunteers prior to the Spanish Civil War, Petrou does briefly examine
this period prior to the conflict, but also looks beyond this scope and examines the
volunteers’ experiences during and after the war as well. The volunteers he
examines are described as ‘internationals’ rather than ‘Canadians’ who had few
alternatives in 1936 and made up the motley crew that would become the
Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion. Bronte Gould’s “Australian Participation in the
Spanish Civil War” takes a very similar approach to Michael Petrou’s work and seeks
to explore the different factors that influenced foreign participation in the Spanish
Civil War.1> Similarly, Richard Baxwell does a quantitative analysis of the British
volunteers in order to fill out the profile of the volunteers and understand their

individual backgrounds.’® Where both studies struggle is in integrating the wider

14 Michael Petrou, Renegades: Canadians in the Spanish Civil War (Vancouver: UBC
Press, 2008), 3.

15 Bronte Gould, “Australian Participation in the Spanish Civil War,” Flinders Journal
of History and Politics 28 (2012): 98-117.

16 Richard Baxwell, British Volunteers in the Spanish Civil War: The British Battalion
in the International Brigades, 1936-1939 (London: Routledge, 2004).
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political significance of the International Brigades as intrinsically tied to

communism and more specifically the Comintern.

Political Histories

The most recent category of literature on the International Brigades is
political history. This history, in contrast to the previous two approaches, does not
focus on the volunteers or the veterans. Instead, it takes a wider perspective and
seeks to understand the tensions between nations, and how they influenced
perceptions of the conflict and of those who fought in it. As we have seen in the
previous two categories of historiography, each new type adds to our knowledge of
the International Brigades. In terms of contributing to the scholarship; where social
history takes a micro study approach, political history takes a broader perspective.
The political history of the Spanish Civil War looks at the broader implications and

ramifications of the conflict on an international stage.

Jill Edwards, for example, describes how England and the United States dealt
with Franco’s Spain, in the face of what the Soviet Union was doing. 17 Her book
focuses on the post-war period and the underlying question of how much the US and
UK should accept Franco, as they were working side by side in NATO and the United
Nations. “The Spanish problem remained impossible to resolve in the post-war

world in which the Soviet Union, a recent ally, had become foe.”18 Another study

17]ill Edwards, Anglo-American Relations and the Franco Question, 1945-1955
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999)
18 [bid., xiv.
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which focuses on politics in Britain, but looks inward instead of internationally, is
the work of Tom Buchannan.!® He also looks at the period closely following the end
of the Spanish Civil War and examines how the actions of the British volunteers
reflected back on the British left, demonstrating that the Spanish Civil War had wide
and far-reaching effects. Patricia Rae focuses on the Canadian context by building
on the work of Michael Petrou and comparing it to the socialist history that aligned
itself with communist ideologies. She finds that in the face of interpretations
aligned with either the Left or the Right, the volunteers get lost. Through her
political history of the volunteers, she finds that this is not the best way to look at
them and argues for the use of social history, as the best method to look at the
volunteers’ experience.2? Seeing volunteers as either red or white was prevalent in
the Cold War: Paul Corthorn demonstrates this by examining the different
interpretations of the Spanish Civil War which occurred with the advent of the Cold
War. His article examines policies in Britain to show that they can be reflective of
the shifts in perception at the government level, and the impact of these shifts on the

veterans.?!

Memory and Agency

19 Tom Buchanan, Impact of the Spanish Civil War: War, Loss, Memory (Brighton:
Sussex Academy Press, 2007)

20 Patricia Rae, “Between the White and Red: Remembering Canadians in the
Spanish Civil War,” Queen’s Quarterly 115:3 (Fall 2008): 338-402.

21 Paul Corthorn, “Cold War Politics in Britain and the Contested Legacy of the
Spanish Civil War,” European History Quarterly 44:4 (2014): 678-702.

16



There is a noticeable gap in the historiography, however, concerning the role
of the veterans and their agency in shaping the memory of the Spanish Civil War and
of their own participation in that conflict. Although memory studies is a burgeoning
field, the role of Canadian veterans of the Spanish Civil War in shaping the memory
and commemoration of their contributions -- and the factors that ultimately limited
this recognition -- remain to be studied. It is this gap that I hope to begin to fill by
focusing on the factors which have shaped the memory of the volunteers since their
return in 1939. Three scholars who have come closest to what this present study is
trying to accomplish are: Peter Glazer, Teresa Huehle and Matthew Poggi. Teresa
Huehle uses a monument erected in San Francisco, and the debates surrounding it,
to demonstrate how the committee involved sought to navigate between being
faithful to the veterans’ memory and conforming to a larger national narrative.??
Peter Glazer also looks at American forms of commemoration of the Abraham
Lincoln Brigade (ALB). His book focuses on how nostalgia was “deployed ...as a
necessary corrective to an official culture disinterested in America’s leftist past, and
threatened by its implications.”?3 He sees the veterans of the ALB’s attempts to push
back against official narratives as a way to reclaim their suppressed history and
create their own lieux de mémoire. Matthew Poggi’s study focuses on the lobbying

efforts of the veterans to gain official recognition from the Canadian government in

o

22 Teresa Huehle, “I see the flag in all of that’ — Discussions on Americanism and
Internationalism in the Making of the San Francisco to the Abraham Lincoln
Brigade,” American Communist History 10:1 (2011): 1-33.

23 Peter Glazer, Radical Nostalgia: Spanish Civil War Commemoration in America
(Rochester, NY: University of Rocherster Press, 2010), book jacket.
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the form of veteran status.?# In his study, Poggi examines the veterans’ agency in
negotiating a formalized place in Canadian history. This present study will examine
how the current memory of the International Brigades has been shaped in Canada,
which will help to further the historiography of the memory of the Mackenzie-

Papineau Battalion.

This thesis was written using a range of primary and secondary source
material. Primary sources used include a variety of newspapers from various
locations across Canada in an attempt to provide a wide scope of views. The
Spanish Civil War was an event that garnered attention across the country and so
too did the return of the volunteers. By looking at the articles written about the
veterans’ return and the welcome events that were planned for them, a general
perspective of the public’s opinion about the war and its Canadian veterans will be
explored. One of the issues with looking at newspapers is that they often reflect a
distinct political point of view; this can however be mitigated by examining multiple
newspapers to establish a wider consensus. In addition to the articles, a large
portion of the material used in this thesis comes from the Spanish Civil War
Collection at the University of Toronto. These are documents, memos, notes,
messages and newspaper clippings have been collected over time, largely by the
Friends of the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion. Memoirs of veterans are also used in

this study: they show how some veterans felt about their experiences as well as

24 Matthew Poggi, “Saving Memories: Canadian Veterans in the Spanish Civil War
and Their Pursuit of Government Recognition,” American Communist History 12:3
(2013): 193-212.
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their position within society upon their return. The final source that is examined
are the monuments erected through donations in honour of the volunteers. The
process and debates surrounding their creation, the monuments themselves, as well

as their locations and inscriptions are important sources.

Much work still remains to be done on the volunteers who fought for the
Republican cause in the Spanish Civil War. While the legacy of the war itself has
received considerable attention following the death of Spanish dictator Francisco
Franco, the post-war experiences of those who fought with the Republicans is
equally deserving of scholarly examination. Volunteers from France, Italy, Germany,
Poland, the Soviet Union, the United States, the United Kingdom, Belgium,
Czechoslovakia, Romania, Yugoslavia, Hungary, Albania, Canada, Sweden,
Switzerland, Bulgaria, Ireland and Australia all joined the International Brigades.
Among these nations, the Anglophone countries of Britain, Australia, the United
States and Canada raise particular questions and highlight politically inspired shifts
in recognition and commemoration of the International Brigades. This thesis
attempts to continue work in the vein of memory studies and fill in this gap in the
historiography of the Canadian volunteers of the Spanish Civil War. It will
demonstrate how the veterans of this war have tried to actively participate in the
framing of their history and exercise agency in how they would be remembered. It
will also showcase the obstacles the volunteers faced in their plight for recognition.
A conflict over recognition and commemoration took place between the federal
government and the volunteers in the 1980s and 90s. The veterans’ demands were

met with reluctance by those in power, and official recognition was ultimately
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denied. This thesis will examine the efforts of the Canadian veterans of the
International Brigades and the relationship between their demands for recognition
and the contours of memory of the Spanish Civil War. It will demonstrate how a
combination of lobbying by the veterans and a shifting political atmosphere allowed
veterans to give voice to their own history, despite official reluctance. Finally, this
study will demonstrate how memory and politics have shaped the way Canadians

remember the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion and the International Brigades.

Chapter One examines the Foreign Enlistment Act, which was passed in
1937, seven months after the start of the conflict in Spain, and after 500 Canadian
volunteers had already departed and were fighting for the Republic. By looking at
the circumstances surrounding the legislation’s enactment, this chapter argues that
the Foreign Enlistment Act was both politically and socially motivated to appease
various groups, while at the same time appearing to take a decisive stance on the
issue of the Spanish Civil War. It was an effort by the government to appease the
French-English divide in Canada, while at the same time keeping with the Non-

Intervention Agreement that Canada’s allies had signed and agreed to abide by.

Chapter Two surveys the different opinions that existed regarding the
Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion both during the conflict in Spain and immediately
upon their return. This divergence occurred between official opinion, namely the
RCMP and the federal government, and public opinion, as displayed in newspapers.
While the RCMP saw the volunteers as a communist threat and influenced the

government according to this perception based on their surveillance efforts, the

20



public had a more sympathetic outlook based on the descriptions of the conflict that
was published in the newspapers, resulting in dramatically different interpretations

of the volunteers and their service.

Chapter Three outlines the struggle that the volunteers have faced since
1980 in gaining official recognition from the government. This fight for recognition
took place both in the House of Commons and before the Standing Committee on
Veterans Affairs. This chapter argues that the volunteers’ fight for recognition from
the government and the government’s denial of this recognition, centred on the
Foreign Enlistment Act and its implications for the actions of the volunteers, which
ultimately barred them from being considered ‘official’ veterans and denied them

any compensation associated with this status.

Together, these chapters weave together an understanding of the Mackenzie-
Papineau Battalion’s place in Canadian history and memory. The period
immediately following the volunteers’ return demonstrates that although the
government may have viewed the volunteers as a communist threat largely due to
RCMP reports, the public did not follow the same line of thinking. The examination
of debate transcripts from the government during the veterans’ quest for
recognition shows the rationale behind the government’s refusal, thus bringing the
narrative full-circle. The volunteers’ original struggle began with the Foreign
Enlistment Act and this same act was the reason that the volunteers have ultimately

not been formally considered as veterans.
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Chapter One: An Act After the Fact

The Popular Front

During Spain’s elections after the deposition of the monarchy in 1931, the
Popular Front was the official party elected by the people to represent them in the
government. The Popular Front, although a political party in Spain, was also a part
of a larger international movement spurred by the changing tactics of the
Communist International (Comintern). This movement marked a shift away from
the rigidity of earlier Comintern policy. With the Popular Front, the Comintern
sought to expand support for communism and socialism by broadening the scope of
“the left” to include “not only Communists and Socialists but all progressive forces
willing to join in the struggle against fascism.”? The rise of fascism was the catalyst
for this departure from earlier Soviet doctrine, which saw more moderate socialists

as competitors rather than allies. Divisions on the left had abetted the rise of the

1 James R. Barrett, “Rethinking the Popular Front,” Rethinking Marxism 21: 4(Oct
2009), 532.

22



extreme right, but in 1936, Stalin reversed this policy and focused attention on
Fascism. With socialist and communist parties no longer fighting amongst each
other, their membership saw significant increases and they were better able to focus
efforts on their political enemy, fascism. These orders for cooperation came directly
from Moscow and then filtered down through the individual communist parties in
their respective regions. With this new approach, communists sought to ally
themselves with a broader spectrum of parties and organizations on the left and
gain supporters through a tentative alliance. Communists joined forces with
“mainline labor organizations and ... with the Socialist party, other radicals and even
bourgeois political activists in organizing resistance to fascism,” which enabled

them to build a bigger and more effective antifascist movement.2

This phenomenon occurred on a global scale with directives from Moscow
reaching places like France, Canada, the United States, and Spain, where the
communists sought to increase their hold in the face of the new threat of Fascism.
While some scholars like Theodore Draper, see the Popular Front as part of the
larger communist movement, others like Michael Denning, see it as a part of a social
movement which saw its beginnings with the unrest that the Great Depression
ushered in.3 No matter which theory you subscribe to, the Popular Front was a

radical departure from previous political tactics. This alliance presented a set of

2 Ibid.
3 Michael Denning, “Afterword: Reconsidering the Significance of the Popular Front,”
Rethinking Marxism 21: 4 (Oct 2009), 553.
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challenges that would contribute to the fall of the Second Spanish Republic and to

the revolt of General Francisco Franco and the Nationalist forces.

In Spain, the Popular Front came to encompass a mix of associations
representing a range of ideologies including Anarchists, Liberals and Socialists,
along with Basque and Catalan Separatists, with President Manuel Azana at the helm
of this coalition. Similar parties were seen springing up around Europe during this
period: Popular Front coalitions won elections in France and brought communists
out in favour of democracy in the United States. Stalin’s strategy was successful as it
created tangible results in increased numbers globally. This unification on the left
was however, a marriage of convenience. This antifascist alliance would struggle
against Nationalists, Traditionalists and Conservatives as well as Fascists world-
wide. In Spain, the Popular Front’s opposition was from landed elites, the military
and the clergy who sought to preserve the power and privilege they had enjoyed
under the monarchy. This group that would come to form the core of the
Nationalists, opposed what they perceived as the fragmentation of Spain by the

elected government.

Ideological Clash

Although the conflict that would erupt in Spain was a civil war; the
international community understood it from the beginning to be a conflict between
Fascism and Communism for the future of Europe and maybe the world. One of the
peculiarities about the Spanish Civil War is the degree of international intervention

on both sides. On the side of the Republicans were the International Brigades, under
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the auspices of the Comintern and therefore the USSR. The Nationalists were
backed by Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. This clearly set the conflict up to be a
showdown between the two competing ideologies in Europe, with the potential to

spread outside of the confines of Spain.*

The Nationalist forces counted the majority of Spain’s military, plus
additional personnel and weaponry from German and Italy. Approximately 150,000
troops, 10,000 technicians and $505 million in war materials were sent to Spain by
Franco’s fascist supporters.> The additional assistance that was provided to the
Nationalists gave them a significant advantage, which would prove critical to
Franco’s ultimate success. This loan of personnel and materials in addition to
supporting Franco’s cause, allowed Hitler and Mussolini to field test their new
artillery and equipment while at the same time training their troops in real conflict
situations; allowing them ample time to prepare and perfect techniques that they

would utilize in the Second World War.

This assistance for the Nationalists left the Republicans begging for help from
other nations. The help they ultimately received came from a motley group of
international volunteers from France, Poland, the Soviet Union, the United States,
United Kingdom, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Yugoslavia, Hungary, Albania, Canada,
Sweden, Switzerland, Bulgaria, Ireland, Australia and others — all gathered under

the banner of the International Brigades. The International Brigade volunteers

4 See Appendix 1.
> Norman J. Padelford, “The International Non-Intervention Agreement and the
Spanish Civil War,” The American Journal of International Law 31, 4 (Oct. 1937), 580.
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came from a multitude of backgrounds and political leanings, with different factors
motivating them to travel to Spain and fight. What they did have in common was
their willingness to assist the democratically elected Spanish Republic, although it
was the Soviet Comintern which was responsible for the formation of the Brigades,
bringing 40,000 fighters to the Republican cause, along with 2,000 technicians and

approximately $100 million in weapons.®

The International Brigades were, as we have seen, a direct result of the
change in strategy by the USSR and a way to confront the growth of fascism. But
why was it only volunteers coordinated by the USSR that came to the Spanish
Republic’s aid? Other countries also saw this conflict in Spain as a potential
precursor to a broader and more serious conflict but were, nonetheless, not

prepared to intervene.

For Western governments in the 1930s, communism appeared to be a bigger
threat than fascism. Prime Minister Mackenzie King, for example, made numerous
visits to Berlin to attempt to improve diplomatic relations with Germany and often
spoke well of Hitler, once proclaiming Hitler to be “extremely wise”, a “mystic” and a
“deliverer of his people from tyranny.”” The Red Scare occurred internationally in

the 1920s, including in Canada following the Winnipeg General Strike and the rise in

6 [bid.

7 Tristan Hopper, “The prime minister with a man crush for Hitler: The day
Mackenzie King met the Fuhrer,” National Post, 15 May 2017, Accessed: April 12,
2019. See Appendix 2.
https://postmedia.us.janrainsso.com/static/server.html?origin=https%3A%2F%2F
nationalpost.com%Z2Fnews%Z2Fcanada%2Fhe-loves-flowers-the-insane-true-story-
of-the-day-canadas-prime-minister-met-hitler
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popularity of communist parties. It occurred during a time that leftist parties, be
they Labour, Socialist or Communist, saw an increase in popularity in Canada; for
example, in 1936 Winnipeg had a Socialist mayor, a Communist alderman, while
another Communist sat in the provincial government.® This increase was a concern
because the Bolsheviks in 1917 had conducted a successful revolution and the fear
was that a similar occurrence would happen on Canadian soil if left unchecked. In
Canada, the Winnipeg General Strike is considered the climax of this fear of
revolution and a Royal Commission was set up to determine the cause of this
apparent uprising, though in his findings, Hugh Robson concluded that it was an
underlying “state of discontent” among workers that allowed leadership to exploit
these sentiments and mobilize workers into mass action.® “The strike was a strike,
and a protest against unemployment, the cost of living, war profiteering, and
inequality; it was not a revolution.”1® Nevertheless, the Canadian government and

the RCMP were alarmed.

Despite the Red Scare being officially deemed “just a strike,” the RCMP still
took steps to fight communism, including prosecuting members of the Communist

Party of Canada in 1931 using section 98 of the Criminal Code. This section, enacted

8 Mary Biggar Peck, Red Moon Over Spain: Canadian Media Reaction to the Spanish
Civil War 1936-1939 (Ottawa: Steel Rail Publishing, 1988), 31.

9 Royal Commission to Enquire into and Report Upon the Causes and Effects of the
General Strike Which Recently Existed in the City of Winnipeg for a Period of Six Weeks
(Winnipeg: Government of Manitoba, 1919), 5.

10 Daniel Francis, Seeing Reds: The Red Scare of 1918-1919, Canada’s First War on
Terror (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 2010), 223.
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after the Winnipeg General Strike, was used to ban “unlawful associations” and
targeted communist groups in particular.

The most important issue regarding the section 98 trials was not

whether or not they were fair, which they clearly weren'’t, or

whether they constituted violations of civil liberties, which they

clearly did. It was the way in which a wartime emergency had

become a part of every-day Canadian society.!!
The largest and best-known case involving section 98 was a case against Tim Buck
and eight other members of the CPC who became known as “the Eight”. They were
brought up on charges of membership in an unlawful organization and seditious
conspiracy.'? While section 98 was repealed in 1936, there were still laws in place
to aid in targeting communists. One example of this was the Padlock Act in Québec,
an act that forbade the use of any property to produce and disseminate Communist
or Bolshevik propaganda. This was law “was expressly designed to combat
communism in the province.”’3 This law applied equally to private and public

property, giving the police freedom to openly combat the propagation of

communism in the province of Québec.1#

In comparing the reactions to communism versus fascism, it becomes clearer
that fascism was seen as the lesser of two evils. Fear of the spread of communism

was present across Europe and in North America. In the United Kingdom, as

11 Barry Wright, Eric Tucker and Susan Binnie, eds., Security, Dissent, and the Limits
of Toleration in War and Peace, 1914-1939, Canadian State Trials, vol. IV (Toronto:
Toronto University Press, 2015), 352.

12 Dennis Molinaro, An Exceptional Law: Section 98 and the Emergency State, 1919-
1936 (Toronto: Toronto University Press and the Osgoode Society, 2017), 86.

13 Ibid., 226.

14 [bid.
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Douglas Little contends, “the Foreign Office was less troubled by a war scare than by
ared scare.”’> The fear of communism informed the attitudes and decisions of other
nations in relation to the Spanish conflict. The Globe and Mail observed, “The fight
has turned into a general war, fought on Spanish territory, over the fundamental

issues of fascism versus communism.”16

Neutrality and Non-Intervention

As the fear of becoming embroiled in another European War became a very
real possibility in Spain, nations started to distance themselves by denying the
conflict’s potential to enflame the continent. Some emphasized that it was a
domestic affair. One observer wrote: “We believe in London this is a civil war, not
ideological. Spain is paying for her past sins. The British Government desires the
victory of neither one side nor the other. A better Spain will rise, slave neither to
Fascism or Communism.”17 Despite this denial, fear was the driving force behind a
Non-Intervention Agreement spearheaded by France, whose concern was a conflict
on two fronts: Spain and Germany. France reached out to England in August 1936,
to have it attempt to convince the Germans to cease aiding Franco. Their appeal was

“for the rapid adoption and rigid observation of an agreed arrangement for non-

15 Douglas Little, “Red Scare, 1936: Anti-Bolshevism and the Origins of British Non-
Intervention in the Spanish Civil War,” Journal of Contemporary History 23(1988),
292.

16 “Thousands Pouring Through France—Thousands Rush to Aid of Loyalists”, Globe
& Mail, 7 January 1937.

17 London Letter - “The War in Spain,” Maclean’s, 1 March 1937.
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intervention in Spain.”18 After Great Britain answered favourably to this appeal, it
was subsequently sent out to other nations, including the USSR, Germany and Italy.
In total, twenty-seven nations agreed to sign the Non-Intervention Agreement.1?
Canada, however, did not. Neither did the United States, but they did informally
keep to the principles of the agreement. The Soviet Union agreed to “the principle of
non-intervention in the internal affairs of Spain and [was] ready to take part in the
proposed agreement.”?0 However, there were several conditions before they would
agree to sign, the more serious being “that assistance rendered by some
governments to the rebels against the legal government of Spain should be
immediately discontinued.”?! This statement clearly demonstrates that the USSR
saw Franco’s forces as wrongful insurgents, identifies German and Italian support
for Franco, and gave the USSR an exit from the agreement. The New Frontier
published a political cartoon on this topic in January 1937.22 [t depicts a Christmas
tree decorated with the accoutrements of war, with gift tags denoting the givers —

Germany and Italy.

“The purpose motivating the accord was the desire to prevent Europe from
becoming so bound up with and so divided over ideological aspects of the conflict

that the fighting would lead to a general European war.”23 Furthermore, the

18 William E. Watters, An International Affair: Non-Intervention in the Spanish Civil
War, 1936-1939 (New York: Exposition Press, 1971), 40.

19 Tbid.

20 London Times, 6 August 1936, p. 10.

21 Ibid.

22 See Appendix 3.

23 [bid., 578.
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agreement prohibited the “direct or indirect export or re-export of arms, munitions,
materials of war, aircraft and vessels of war.”2*# However, the original agreement
made no mention of ‘volunteers’, who by 1937, were flooding into Spain by the
thousands bound to support both sides. This made it necessary to add an
amendment in February 1937, which “would be extended to cover recruitment in,
and transit through, or departure from the territory of signatories of persons of non-
Spanish nationality proposing to proceed to Spain or Spanish dependencies for the
purpose of taking service in the present war.”25 A special supervisory force was put
in place to patrol the seas and land around Spain, to attempt to keep materials and
volunteers out, but this effort proved ineffective and was easily circumvented by
those bound for Spain by passing through the Pyrenees mountain range that

separates France and Spain.

The Non-Intervention Agreement that was put in place during the Spanish
Civil War had no precedent and was not constructed to be an example used in the
face of other conflicts, but was made as a reaction to the particular and peculiar
circumstances in Spain.2¢ The legacy of this agreement is a matter of dispute among
historians; some have espoused the opinion that it was a necessary evil, while
others like Petrou, take a more cynical view and claim that all this was done “to give

the international community a veneer of neutrality.”?” According to this

24 Ann Van Wynen Thomas, A.]. Thomas, Jr. “Non-Intervention and the Spanish Civil
War,” Proceedings of the American Society of International Law at its Annual Meeting
(1921-1969) 61 (April 27-29, 1967), 2.

25 Ibid., 3.

26 Ibid., 4.

27 Petrou, Renegades, xv.
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interpretation, we can see the efforts and the agreement as being motivated by self-
preservation and self-interest; rather than being in the interest of the common good.
Regardless which view we take, the main failing of the Agreement was the lack of
enforceability; there were no real consequences for violating the agreement, making

it ineffectual.

Canada’s Reaction

Given that Spain’s government was democratically elected prior to Franco’s
coup, there was an emotional outpouring in Canada upon hearing and reading of the
violence taking place in Spain. Generally speaking, Québec was largely supportive of
Franco and the Nationalist side, while much of English-speaking Canada was
sympathetic to the Republicans.28 Throughout Canada, the media played a large role
in publicizing the conflict in Spain, which meant that although it was happening an
ocean away, Canadian audiences were able to see the devastation and impact of the
conflict. This fuelled public sympathies and ultimately created the divide that
worried Prime Minister Mackenzie King. Canadian citizens were sympathetic, but
their allegiances were divided. Just like people were divided in their support, so too
was the press. “Fascist tendencies were public and visible in Québec during this
period,”2? Québécois were more favourable to pro-Franco press coverage, as he and

his supporters appealed to the Conservatives and supporters of the army and

28 Thor Erik Frohn-Nielsen, “Canada’s Foreign Enlistment Act: Mackenzie King’s
Expedient Response to the Spanish Civil War,” M.A. thesis, University of Victoria,
1979, iv.

29 Peck, Red Moon Over Spain, 30.
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church.3? These values were important to French Canadian culture in this period,
especially the Catholic Church, which explains their tendency to side with Franco.
An article in the New Frontier criticized the Aide aux Catholiques d’Espagne that
sought “to help General Franco win his Moorish-Italian-German war against Spanish
Democracy.”31 Québécois seem to have seen Franco as the lesser of two evils, “if the
Spanish Loyalists win, the victory will be Russia’s, while if Franco’s armies win the

Spanish people will be the victor.”32

Alternatively, cities and papers with ties to Liberal and Labour movements
tended towards the Republican cause. An editorial that appeared in the Free Press,
in late August was unapologetic in its condemnation of the non-intervention
agreement:

The Spanish government holds office by lawful authority, the

others are like a gang of pirates. Italy and Germany aid a breach of

international law, but the democratic nations are too afraid of war

to intervene on the side of law, therefore they propose neutrality.

Two powers in Europe are getting ready for war, the powers that

want peace have no policy.33
This strongly worded opinion is not uncharacteristic of other editorials in varying
newspapers across English-speaking Canada. Another editorial noted the
“..flagrant violation of international law and of the non-intervention agreement...”34

The Toronto Star attempted to maintain its impartiality but did comment that “if

Germany and Italy keep their neutrality pledges, the Loyalists with greater material
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resources should be able to overcome the advantages given to the rebels by their

trained fighting personnel and superior equipment.”3>

To support the Republican side meant dealing with the question of
Communist intervention, which for many people was a difficult topic: many chose to
focus on the integrity of sticking up for important values and ideals, like defending
the principles of democracy. “Whatever their economic beliefs, they went gladly
into great danger for the sake of what they unquestionably believed to be in the best
interests of humanity and justice.”3¢ Canadian sympathy went beyond mere
declarations of support and resulted in approximately 1500 Canadians fighting in

Spain.

Canadian Participation

The Soviet Union and the Comintern relied heavily on recruiters to fill the
ranks of the International Brigades. In Canada, as in the United States and Great
Britain, this role fell to the local Communist parties to find and recruit volunteers to
aid the Spanish Republic. Since they were the main recruiting agent for the
International Brigades in Canada, it is often assumed that the main factor
influencing the volunteers’ enlistment was ideology. If the communists recruited
the volunteers, then those who went to Spain must also have been communists, or
so the line of thinking goes. This was a stereotype that the recruiters were aware of

and actively tried to counteract through their own propaganda. The names of their

35 “The War in Spain,” editorial, Toronto Star, 20 August 1936.
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battalions for example were all carefully crafted to counter this narrative. The
posters “in support of the International Brigades invoked not communism but
patriotism and democracy.”3” Not only did they play on themes of patriotism and
democracy, but they were also aware of the power of nationalism and named many
of their battalions after national heroes such as George Washington or Abraham
Lincoln, for the American troops and William Lyon Mackenzie King and Louis-
Joseph Papineau for the Canadians. “A typical banner from a wartime rally read: ‘In

Defending Spain - They Defend Canada.”’38

Ideology was not the single motivating factor in most people’s decision to
enlist. Research by social historians seeking to explore the backgrounds of the
volunteers reveals that the majority who enlisted were working-class. Although this
is class from which we typically see Communists or Socialists, it would be a stretch
to make this link with all volunteers. One thing that we can discern from these
volunteers is that at the very least, they would have needed to be exposed to the
same circles that the Communist Party recruiters found the volunteers. In looking at
the conditions for workers in the years prior to 1936, opportunities for full-time
employment had been spotty at best in most areas. The Great Depression had left
many workers without jobs or a source of regular income. “In Montreal a single
unemployed man or woman receives the sum of $1.80 per week to clothe, feed and

otherwise keep body and soul together.”3° These were the grave circumstances that
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thousands across Canada faced. “I was down on my luck. I had nothing. I had ideas
in my head. I had idealistic ideas ... Now if someone asked me: Why did you go to
Spain? Was it because of ideals, or was it because of money? Truthfully, I couldn’t
answer. It was a mixture of both. I had nothing. And I had nothing to look forward
to.”#0 It was a period where, due to rampant unemployment, many people found
themselves moving westward where there were work camps which, although they

did not offer much, were a means to earn a meagre wage.

Work camps offered the Communist Party a great opportunity to recruit men
seeking to better their circumstances. The Communist Party used affiliated
organizations such as the Relief Camp Workers’ Union, or the Single Men's
Unemployed Association, where people could organize and rally, protest and strike
for improvements, to find approximately twenty percent of the Canadian
volunteers.#! The truth was that those who moved in similar circles with the
Communist Party were more likely to come in contact with the recruiters, whereas
“potential volunteers without knowledge of the party would have moved in different
circles and might not have known how or where to enlist.”4? For these reasons, it
was popular to recruit from organization with ties to communism (typically you
through involvement in trade unions and the like), while about twenty-five percent
were clearly non-communist.#3 All of the recruits’ information would have been

sent to the Comintern to be stored, and over time parts of files and certain pieces of
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information have been misplaced or lost, leaving questions about the exact nature of
the volunteers’ files unanswerable. Membership in the Communist Party does not
seem to have figured into whether or not s