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			Born in New York in 1921, the historian and Hispanist Gabriel Jackson is considered the foremost American expert on the 2nd Spanish Republic and the Civil War. His work has honoured the memory of the people who, in the 1930s, took a stand and fought against General Francisco Franco’s military who had staged a coup against the elected government. Jackson still becomes emotional when he talks about the International Brigades. His latest contribution to the subject is a book dedicated to the last head of the Republican Government, Juan Negrín. In 2005, the Spanish Government awarded Jackson Spanish nationality as a gesture of gratitude for all the years he has spent studying our past. Since he retired as a lecturer at the University of California, Jackson – a music lover, he has also written about Mozart and was once a flute soloist – lives in Barcelona for much of the year, in a modest flat, crammed with books, in the district of El Putxet. 

			Why did you choose to live in Barcelona? In spring 1977, in the throes of the transition, I was in Madrid as guest lecturer at Complutense University, and it was clear that things were going to happen in Spain. In fact, my stay coincided with that famous weekend when the Communist Party was legalised. So I thought about staying on and living in Madrid or Barcelona, two major cities that offered concerts, museums and cultural activities. In the end I plumped for Barcelona, because of its architecture and because it’s a great city to walk round. I’d also met Jaime Vicens Vives when I was a student at the University of Toulouse in 1950. I was extremely impressed by his knowledge, his enthusiasm and his diverse and tolerant way of thinking. I have liked Barcelona ever since my student days.

			And why did you become a historian? Because it’s the discipline that allows me to study and gain the broadest possible overview of human behaviour and its potential, which is what interests me. 

			You became interested in the history of Spain in the 1940s, when you met Republican exiles in Mexico… Yes, but I had been following what had been going on in Spain before then. I had matured politically, and made a commitment to human rights. This was all related to the fight against fascism. 

			What do you remember about the time you spent in Mexico? A Spanish exile who had worked as head of service at a hospital in Tetuán was at the guest house where I was staying, and Manuel Azaña’s widow was living in the same building. She was a woman of great dignity. She would sometimes come down to have a coffee and play dominoes with us, but she didn’t talk to us about politics. I met other exiles who told me about their experiences during the Republic and the Civil War. Anyway, I really liked Mexico and this led me to become even more interested in Hispanic culture. 

			Many of the historians who have studied and written about the Republic and Civil War are foreigners. What do you put this down to? Well, we foreigners had much greater access to the documents. Franco’s government wanted to show the world that there was freedom in Spain. When I received a Fulbright scholarship I was able to browse the newspaper and periodical libraries and read everything, though not the military archives. The same thing happened to Hugh Thomas, Ian Gibson, Raymond Carr and Paul Preston. For us, as foreigners, having access to documents that the Spanish were prohibited from seeing was a great responsibility.

			“Negrín was the most intelligent of the politicians around at that time”

			Did you meet writers such as Ernest Hemingway or George Orwell, who also shared your interest in Spain? No. When I was in Spain I was interested in talking to anonymous people. I didn’t want to spend my time at literary gatherings with other Americans or English people. Anyway, I must say that I don’t consider myself an admirer of Hemingway. To my mind, For Whom the Bells Toll is a popular novel of no great importance. Orwell is something else entirely. The book and the articles he published after World War II are very serious works. 

			Was Spanish society ready for the radical changes the Republic brought about? They tried to get things done quickly because Spain was emerging from centuries of misgovernment and people had the feeling that they had to get everything done and change everything. However, to say that Spain wasn’t ready at that time is a way of diminishing Franco’s crimes. If you convince people that everything was in a state of confusion, that the Republicans weren’t prepared for the job, it’s easier to justify the uprising.

			But, in your opinion, what were the main political errors committed under the Republic? I would say the derisive public displays of anticlericalism. I would also say that the non-socialist parties of the Republic – those led by Azaña, Albornoz and Martínez Barrio – were minor parties run by middle-class men who knew nothing about the working classes, or the great depression of the 1930s. Azaña, who I regard very highly, was a great intellectual but he lacked the experience to govern. He didn’t have Prieto or Negrín’s knowledge of economics or the way society worked. 

			And what do you think was the most audacious reform undertaken? The divorce law, giving the vote to women and building schools. Before the time of the Republic, Spanish women were completely excluded from public life.

			There was a high degree of freedom in the country. Yes, because of the influence of Marxists like Joaquín Maurín and Andreu Nin (from the POUM) and intellectual anarchists, such as Federica Montseny, José Peirats and others. In fact, Spanish workers read more than in other countries and were more culturally aware and given to thinking. The publications by the socialist, communist and anarchist organisations in the 1930s put across an impressive level of knowledge. It was these kinds of things that got me interested in Republican Spain in Mexico.

			“Churchill never wanted to help the Spanish guerrilla; he never trusted the Republic”

			Did this degree of freedom exist in the United States, for instance? Legally speaking, yes, but the North American workers didn’t have cultural interests like they did here. The divisions into factions in Republican Spain served to enrich knowledge and culture, but they had a negative effect as far as political events were concerned. By spring 1936 there was an absolute split between the socialists: those supporting Besteiro, those supporting Largo Caballero, those supporting Negrín and Carrillo’s young followers, who later became communist. And this was happening at the time of the Popular Front’s election victory. It was the waste of a great opportunity. 

			Of all the political figures of the Republic, you have chosen to write a book about Juan Negrín. Why? Because he was clearly a man of great stature, whose existence had been all but hushed up. Negrín was, in fact, the most intelligent of the politicians around at that time. He had experience in administrative matters and international relations due to the physiological congresses he attended every year as a doctor. He also spoke several languages. I would have studied and written about Negrín 30 years ago but his son prevented his personal archives from being made public. We had to wait until 2003, when the politician’s granddaughter Carmen Negrín, who was the only person to share her grandfather’s ideas, authorised their release.

			Don’t you think that Negrin’s unwavering defence meant that the war lasted longer? It’s true that the war would have ended if Negrín had shared Azaña’s idea of making a pact with the enemy at the end of 1938, after the Battle of the Ebro. But Franco was always very honest in this regard: he never gave the slightest indication that he was willing to make a pact with anybody. He only accepted surrender and defeat, nothing else.

			When did Negrín realise that the war was lost? In February and March 1939, when Franco was recognised by France and England. Negrín carefully avoided any conflict with Colonel Casado, to prevent a civil war within the Civil War. Negrín left the surrender to Franco in the hands of Casado and went into exile saying that he was the last legitimate prime minister of the Republic.

			After the defeat, some people thought it was possible to reverse the situation from exile. Was this the case with Negrín, Azaña and Prieto? Only Negrín. You see there were Republicans who thought that England would support the anti-Franco guerrilla, as it did with the Italian and French Resistance. There were Spanish guerrilla groups in the mountains and 100,000 former Spanish soldiers in the south of France who helped in the liberation of Paris, but not in the liberation of Spain. Churchill never wanted to help the Spanish guerrilla. His policy, which was accepted by Roosevelt, consisted of not trusting the Spanish Republicans. If he had helped them, Spain would have come out of World War Two free of fascism, like France and Italy. 

			“The sacrifice made by the International Brigades in Spain was a unique commitment”

			You have said, on more than one occasion, that if people had taken notice of Negrín, World War Two would probably have been avoided … Negrín hoped that the English would realise what Hitler was really like and wanted them, and the French, to accept the Soviet Union’s offer of a collective securi ty arrangement. Negrín visited Paris several times to remind the French that Hitler knew Germany had lost the First World War because it had had to fight on two fronts at the same time, and that he would never declare war again under those conditions. I believe that if people had followed Negrín’s policy, the Munich Agreement would never have been signed and the world war would have been avoided. In any case, it wouldn’t have been so easy for Hitler to destroy Poland in 1939 and 1940, and to go on to occupy Holland, Belgium and France without much resistance. 

			On one occasion, you defined the Spanish Civil War as the last romantic conflict. Fifty thousand foreigners from the International Brigades came here, including many women who worked as nurses or ambulance drivers, giving up everything to defend a set of ideals far from their homelands. I believe this was something unique. It was amazing. During the two great wars there was a great deal of patriotism and sacrifice, but, from my point of view, the sacrifice made by the members of the Brigades, whose conscience led them to volunteer to fight in order to extend the freedoms of the lower classes in another country, was a unique commitment.

			Have the members of the Brigades received due recognition here in Spain? From the average person, yes. Many Brigade members have told me how the people in some Spanish town or other have never let them pay for a meal. This kind of generosity is a common trait of the Spanish. For myself, as someone who wasn’t in the Brigades, I have had experiences of this kind here in Spain.

			Did you ever think that the Spanish transition would go so smoothly? The people who lived through the war and the long years of the dictatorship were determined it would happen this way. Furthermore, the politicians who, at the time, were 40 years old, such as Alfonso Guerra, for instance, and people from the right as well, showed a willingness to find points in common. They also knew that the world wouldn’t have tolerated another civil war. King Juan Carlos also played a very important role.

			What do the politicians of today have in common with those of the Republic? Well, Felipe González is the only one I would place in the same category as Prieto or Negrín. Not being dogmatic or having a narrow outlook. It must be said that Zapatero’s ministers are better prepared and more knowledgeable than the Republicans of the time. Moreover, I think that the democratic left is more modest now than it was in the 1930s, when it thought it could change everything.

			What do you think about the Law of Historic Memory which was passed in 2007? Extremely important and very necessary, after a pact of silence which, to my mind, lasted too long. Just think, it’s the third generation. It’s the grandchildren of the Republicans who died in the war who are no longer afraid of the Franco regime and who have made it a pressing matter to open the graves and, in so doing, have opened up the debate. And I admire these people a great deal. There’s a saying in English that goes: The truth shall make you free. 

			Why do you think it’s necessary for the new generations to know all about the Republic and the Civil War? Because you can’t solve problems in an honest way if you don’t know what’s happened. History teaches us who we are.

			+INFO

			“No es bueno confundir memoria e historia” (La Vanguardia) 

			www.magazinedigital.com/cultura/entrevistas/reportaje/cnt_id/2938/pageID/1

			Primer capítulo de la biografía Juan Negrin de Gabriel Jackson

			www.elpais.com/elpaismedia/ultimahora/media/200812/18/cultura/20081218elpepucul_3_Pes_PDF.pdf

			Gabriel Jackson (El Mundo)

			www.elmundo.es/magazine/2005/284/1109967332.html
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