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 Many people describe the Spanish Civil War as a minor event in history, or only as a test 

run for World War II. While the conflict had its roots in divides between left and right political 

groups, the Spanish Civil War was much more than a proving ground that Hitler and Stalin used 

to test new strategies and technologies. Spain’s brutal, internal struggle started in 1936 when 

Francisco Franco led a military coup against the young Second Spanish Republic. For the next 

three years, war raged between Franco’s conservative Nationalists and the Republic’s leftist 

supporters.1
 Both sides sought international aid from states that shared political viewpoints. 

Franco received aid from fellow fascists Benito Mussolini and Adolf Hitler in the forms of 

military equipment such as rifles, automobiles, and aircraft as well as trained soldiers. The 

Republicans were not as fortunate. Many countries, including the United States, Great Britain, 

and France, refused to become involved and opted for nonintervention. The Soviet Union and 

Mexico were the only two states that officially responded to the Republic’s cry for help and sent 

arms and officers to train the proletariat. People throughout Europe and the Americas saw their 

countries’ inaction as a failure to protect liberal democracy and decided to intercede on the 

behalf of the Republican cause. This was especially evident in the United States, where 

thousands of men decided to answer Spain’s cry for help. Though everyone went for their own 

                                                           
1
   The Republic was not one, sole faction. It consisted of many groups, ranging from relatively moderate liberal 

thinkers who grew tired and lost faith in the old Spanish monarchy and identified with fellow workers, to much 

more radical groups. These radical groups included Communist parties, like P.O.U.M., who were inspired by 
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reason, the underlying factor that brought these Americans to Spain and unified their 

involvement in the Spanish Civil War was antifascist sentiment. 

 The United States of the 1930s sparsely resembles the America of today. After the crash 

of the stock market in 1929, the country plummeted into economic depression. Many people 

were without food or work. Relatively new, radical ideals began to flourish within the 

unemployed masses. In particular, the working youth flocked to young communist and young 

anarchist organizations and unions, where they learned their fundamental ideas.2
 Among other 

great thinkers, the writings of Marx, Trotsky, and Lenin resonated within many of the 

adolescents, transcending religion and race.3
 Although the new party members had personal 

preferences between the different sects of communism, there was one underlying principle that 

everyone agreed on: fascism is dangerous to the proletariat and to the world.  The various local 

communist parties indoctrinated members with this idealist view that fascism was total evil. In 

addition, as civil unrest in Spain grew in the following years, leftist publications wrote about the 

horrors that would emerge if fascism won the battle for Spain, and predicted that a second world 

war would ensue.4
 When Franco’s coup began in 1936, dozens of countries declared their 

position of non-intervention. Due to the United States’ policy on neutrality, the government saw 

anyone who traveled to Spain as interfering in the civil war. The punishment for intervention 
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   Peter N. Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade: Americans in the Spanish Civil War (Stanford 

University Press, 1994) 3. 
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  Harry Gannes and Theodore Repard, Spain In Revolt (Victor Gollancz Ltd, Left Book Club, 1936) p167. 
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was forfeiture of their passport.5
 Undeterred, many men answered the cry of the Republic and 

ran to her aid, inspired by their political beliefs and the desire to prevent of another world war.6
 

They seized the opportunity to fight for their convictions, despite the possibility of their death.7
 

 While many men went to defend their political views against the threat of fascism, some 

had different reasons to fight against the Nationalists and their allies. Even though not all African 

Americans and Jewish Americans identified themselves as communists, these ethnic and racial 

minorities empathized with the oppression of Jews in Nazi Germany and the Ethiopians who 

recently fell to Italian invasion. Regardless of their political affiliation, the minorities who fought 

in Spain did so because they feared continued oppression and murder of their own kind.8
 African 

American volunteers, who themselves suffered from Jim Crow laws in the United States, found 

it particularly necessary to remain unified with their fellow blacks across the Atlantic, claiming 

Abyssinians’ struggle against the Italians compared to racism in the United States as reason 

enough to fight.9
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   In fact, many survivors were not allowed to obtain their passport until the late 1970s, after Spain granting 

Abraham Lincoln Brigade veterans honorary citizenship. Peter Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln 

Brigade, 306-315. 
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   Many Abraham Lincoln Brigade veterans clearly describe their belief that a second great war would consume the 

world if Franco succeeded in seizing power in Spain. Alvah Bessie, Men in Battle (Princeton University Press, 

1975) xiii,xv. Eugene Wolman, “Letters from Eugene Wolman,” Madrid 1937, 31. 
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  “Men may die, but let them die in a working class cause. Men may die and mean to die (if necessary) so that the 

revolution may live on. They may stop us today but tomorrow we take up the march.” Robert Merriman, “From 

Robert Merriman’s Diary,” Madrid, 1937, 84.  
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  In a letter to home, Katz points out the irony of defending his fellow Jews against a new, fascist inquisition in the 

same country that hosted one centuries before. Hyman Katz, “letters from Hyman Katz,” Madrid 1937, 32.  
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  Collum provides multiple accounts of blacks who felt this way. Danny Collum, African Americans in the Spanish 

Civil War: “This Ain’t Ethopia, But It’ll Do” (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1992). 
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 As with race and ethnicity, social and economic status did not restrict Americans from 

fighting fascism. Stated earlier, some men who made up the Abraham Lincoln Brigade were 

from working class families, often poor and unemployed. Young adults from intellectual, well-

off families also flocked to Spain to defend the Republic from Franco’s coup. Some men 

abandoned their pursuit of advanced degrees in order to support the loyalists, faithful to the 

Republic.10
 These volunteers’ realized that “[they] should not waste [their] life for money,”11

 

and instead fought for their convictions against fascism. 

 Despite whatever reasons the members of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade had for opposing 

fascism, they went to Spain between 1936 and 1938 in order to defend against the Nationalist 

assault on Spain. During their service in Spain, these men interacted with the people they were 

defending. It was during leave and nights spent in towns that Americans reaffirmed that it was 

necessary to fight fascism. Common in Republican garrison towns, women and children greeted 

them on the street and proclaimed their solidarity with them, “mucho malo por fascisti.”12
 Less 

often, but more convincing, were conversations that they had with the locals. One specific 

account that deserves attention is Canute Frankson’s encounter with a group of children who 

were orphaned after the Nationalists opened fire on the civilian population.13
 In his letter to his 
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  Cookson was pursuing an advanced degree in philosophy in Paris when he decided to disregard the will of his 

parents and enlist in Spain. John Cookson, “Letters from John Cookson,” Madrid 1937, 35, 37.  
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family, he writes that similar stories are not uncommon. These gruesome stories instilled in the 

hearts of the American volunteers that their war against fascism was necessary for humanity.  

 In the last months of their service in Spain, the men who lasted throughout different 

campaigns against Nationalist forces never altered their reasons for fighting fascism. This 

uniting idea was what kept men together, bridging gaps between race, religion, and class. Even 

when their brothers fell on the battlefield, they never regretted their reason for coming. As Harry 

Fisher wrote to his children, “What keeps us going, is that we know we are right... They joined 

because of a justified hatred they have for fascism.”14
 United together, these volunteers did not 

want to leave each other or Spain until the end.15
 Unfortunately for those who wanted to remain, 

the latter half of 1938 saw the ordered withdrawal of international volunteers and the Abraham 

Lincoln Brigade, months prior to the end of the Spanish Civil War. They left with heavy hearts, 

but still were proud that they went. 

For 2,600 Americans,16
 regardless of race, ethnicity, political affiliation, or class, fascism 

was such a danger that they were willing to leave their families during the Great Depression and 

against the threat of loss of their US passport to fight it. Their fervor was strengthened by their 

interaction with Spaniards and fellow volunteers and unified together in their view on fascism. 

These men did not fear for their lives,17
 only the fear of fascism’s destruction of the world and 

enslavement of humanity. An event in often overlooked by many like the Spanish Civil War 
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often suffers from oversimplification and loses the true meaning of the events. Spain could have 

been saved from years of violent civil war and tyranny if nations had decided to act. Instead, the 

Republic fell to Franco with the aid of Hitler and Mussolini. The lesson from the Spanish Civil 

War is that if states do not answer cries for help from people fighting dictators and oppression, as 

is the case with Syria today, it is possible that unnecessary loss of life will occur and that a 

larger, far more costly, devastating war will break out. 
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