
 
 

1 
 

 In the 1930s, Spain suffered from terrible political turmoil that erupted into all-out civil 

war when in 1936 Francisco Franco led a military coup to overthrow the Second Spanish 

Republic. For the next three years, the Nationalist right and Republican left fought violently for 

their beliefs and country. Both sides sought international aid from states that shared similar 

political viewpoints. Franco received aid from fellow fascists Benito Mussolini and Adolf Hitler. 

The Republicans only received official aid from the Soviet Union. Thousands of Americans, 

frustrated by their government’s inaction, decided to act on their own. They traveled to Spain 

and joined the fight against the Nationalists as members of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade. 

Despite their actions and contributions, literature about these courageous men and women 

remained nonexistent for decades. The first American histories of the Spanish Civil War 

mentioned nothing of the US volunteers. American fear of communism affected literature about 

the Abraham Lincoln Brigade. As fear subsided, research on the American volunteers emerged, 

with the most detailed accounts about the Abraham Lincoln Brigade dating after the end of the 

Cold War. 

 Before the 1960s, few histories of the Spanish Civil War existed. This is understandable, 

considering the lasting impact the Second World War made on the country. In the 1960s, Allen 

Guttmann wrote The Wound in the Heart: America and the Spanish Civil War, one of the earliest 

histories of the event in relation to the United States.1 Guttmann’s monograph is clearly anti-

leftist, as it constantly criticizes the Republican forces while commending the efforts of the 

Catholic Church and Francisco Franco.
2
 Incidents of civil revolt and socialist revolutions in Cuba 

and Latin America occurred shortly before the publication date, which certainly made the book’s 
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theme of communism’s failure relevant to the time. In the second half of the 1960s, another work 

appeared about the Spanish Civil War. Verle B. Johnston’s narrative history, Legions of Babel,3 

described international volunteers’ efforts on both sides of the civil war. Like Guttmann, 

Johnston had a heavy bias against the Republican side. He used few sources and had little 

knowledge of their complexity, almost exclusively referring to them as communists, criticizing 

their political and military strategy. These books are a product of the Red Scare. Both books 

carry a tone of fear towards Marxism, and make claims that communism failed in Spain and will 

fail everywhere else, without looking into reasons for volunteer intervention. 

 After Franco’s fall from power and death, historians saw a chance to conduct uncensored 

research in a new, democratic Spain. This development, combined with a détente between the 

Soviet Union and the United States, gave authors more liberty to produce fairer histories that 

focused on both sides of the conflict. Gabriel Jackson’s narrative history of the Spanish Civil 

War is much more objective than his predecessor’s attempts.4 His writing, as well as other works 

of the time went into much better detail about the Republican forces, including their political 

structure and international involvement. Jackson still glosses over the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 

but the fact that he mentions American volunteers’ involvement within international volunteers 

as a whole is an impressive leap in information. 

 As communism became less of a threat to the United States in the 1980s, Abraham 

Lincoln Brigade veterans felt safer to tell their story to researchers about their reasons for going 

to Spain, as well as their experiences in the country. The Comintern Army by Dan Richardson is 
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a perfect example of the use of volunteers’ testimonies.5 Written in 1982, this is one of the first 

monographs specifically on international aid to the Republicans. He uses primary sources to 

describe the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, among other international units, and goes into detail 

about inter-Republican conflicts that affected the Americans, such as CNT-FAI politicians’ 

disagreement with Soviet commissars. Shortly after the publication of Richardson’s work, John 

Gerassi’s Premature Antifascists improved on where Richardson began.
6
 Through interviews 

with survivors, Gerassi produced thousands of pages about experiences of Abraham Lincoln 

Brigade members.7 Through his interviews, Gerassi concludes that strong antifascist sentiment 

drove many volunteers to fight in Spain. The author also describes the volunteers’ lives beyond 

military service, going into political beliefs and the men’s lives after returning home, which no 

prior monograph had investigated due to the sensitive nature of the subject. 

 The end of the Cold War and collapse of communism allowed for fear of communism to 

disappear and for exchange of information between Russia and the West. This new open-

mindedness allowed for deeper research into the Abraham Lincoln Brigade and the creation of 

archives to record letters and interviews from volunteers. Authors published works solely on 

African Americans and Women in the Spanish Civil War.
8
 The new millennium brought more 

analytical works on both the Republican forces and on the international brigades. The new 

millennium brought more analytical works on both the Republican Forces and on the 

international brigades.
9
 American authors continued to document American motives for 

                                                           

5
  Dan Richardson, The Comintern Army: The International Brigades and the Spanish Civil War (Lexington: 

University Press of Kentucky, 1982).
 

  
6
  John Gerassi, The Premature Antifascists: North American Volunteers in the Spanish Civil War 1936-39 An Oral 

City (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1986). 
7
  Ibid., p.ii-xi.

 
  

8
  Danny Collum, African Americans in the Spanish Civil War: “This Ain’t Ethiopia, but It’ll Do” (GK Hall, 1992).          

    Mary Nash, Defying Male Civilization: Women in the Spanish Civil War (Denver, Colorado: Arden Press, 1995). 
9
   J.M. Anderson, The Spanish Civil War: A History and Reference Guide (Greenwood Publishers, 2003). 



 
 

4 
 

volunteers. Furthermore, these books criticize the American government for abandoning Spain, 

allowing Nationalist forces to commit dozens of atrocities against both Spaniards and Americans 

serving. 

 The fear of communism in America hindered objective research on American volunteers 

in the Spanish Civil War. Intense patriotism and hate for communism created literature that 

condemned the Republican cause and everyone that supported it. As the threat of communism 

diminished, less biased narrative histories appeared, but still failed to mention Americans who 

fought in Spain. Not until the decline and fall of the Soviet Union could both scholars and 

survivors explain what the Spanish Civil War represented and why they went to fight, as well as 

denounce the US government’s failure to act while the Spanish Civil War took place. Failure to 

represent this history is an injustice. It is doubly unjust that anticommunist fear took away many 

Americans’ chance to take pride in their sacrifice in an early struggle against fascism and tell 

their stories. These volunteers saw the threat of fascism before it became apparent in World War 

II, and while often overlooked, it will always remain an important part of American history that 

should never be omitted from history. 
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