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This Sunday Pope Benedict XVI is celebrating Mass for the 5th World Meeting for Families, in Valencia. The week of events is expected to draw 1.5 million people. Some 67 families are going from England and Wales, 40 apparently from Salford diocese alone.

After Barcelona, Valencia is Spain’s largest city on its Mediterranean seaboard. It is well known for El Cid, hero in the battles against the Moors; and for the Fallas de San José, a March fiesta with gigantic puppets which are ceremoniously burnt on the last night. 


On a more sobering angle, Valencia is also a city which saw 233 of its martyrs beatified in 2001. They were victims of the communist persecution before and during the Spanish Civil War of 1936-39: diocesan priests, men and women of Catholic Action, Salesians, Jesuits, Franciscans, Carmelites, Third Order Capuchins and many others. 

So far, these and 162 other Spanish martyrs were beatified during John Paul II’s Pontificate, in five groups. Two weeks ago (June 26th 2006), Pope Benedict opened the cause of beatification of yet another 149 Spaniards, martyred out of hatred for the Faith during this period. 


When visiting Spanish cathedrals in Spain – recently I was in Granada, Málaga, Córdoba and Jaén,  - one frequently comes across memorial plaques listing all the diocesan clergy who were martyred during the Spanish Civil War.

Strange that in a country historically so Catholic, such a violent persecution should be unleashed against priests, monks, nuns and Catholic laity in the middle of the twentieth century. If, however, one is aware that approximately two-thirds of all Christian martyrs in history were murdered in the twentieth century –  truly a Dark Age of blood and violence – it is not so surprising.

The story of the Spanish martyrs is not well known in England. The standard text on the subject: Historia de la Persecución Religiosa in España 1936-1939 by Antonio Montero Moreno – is still not available in English. It was first published in 1961, having formed the author’s doctoral thesis at the University of Salamanca. He went on to become eventually Archbishop of Badajoz.


In total, 13 bishops and 4,184 diocesan priests were martyred, plus 2,365 male religious, and 283 female religious.  The male religious included 259 Claretians, 226 Franciscans, 204 Piarists, 176 Brothers of Mary, 165 Christian Brothers, 155 Augustinians, 132 Dominicans, and 114 Jesuits. This was simply the fruit of an insane hatred for religion.

To these need to be added the murders of many laypeople, simply for being Catholics, for hiding priests, even for wearing religious medals. However, so many killings took place on both sides during the civil war, that it is difficult to know who was killed in odium fidei (at the hands of enemies of the faith)– and who was killed just because they were suspected of supporting the other side, or being in the wrong place at the wrong time.


Over half the killings took place before war broke out, or in its first six weeks. The sight of hundreds of burning churches and convents, and murdered priests, was what in 1936 pushed many Spanish Catholics into open rebellion against the left-wing regime. Anarchists and communists viewed the Church as a reactionary organisation upholding the bourgeoisie, the monarchy and the status quo. It was, according to Marxist theory, to be eliminated. 

The diocesan clergy bore the brunt of the persecution, though it varied widely from diocese to diocese. If an area was under Nationalist control from the beginning, like Pamplona or Salamanca, it lost few if any clergy. If an area was under the Republicans, then on average one quarter of all the diocesan clergy was killed. For example, in Barcelona 279 (22%), in Valencia 327 (27%), in Madrid-Alcalá, 1,118 (30%). The worst scenario was the diocese of Barbastro in the province of Aragon, where violently anti-clerical anarchists murdered 123 of its 140 priests (88%).


All the tactics of Soviet propaganda were turned against the Church. Myths were concocted of priests firing upon women and children, killing patients in hospitals, poisoning children, turning churches into forts stocked with armaments.


A mark of the vitality and sanctity of the Church is that there were very few cases of apostasy among the clergy. The overwhelming majority of bishops, priests and nuns, and many laypeople besides, went to their deaths rather than renounce the Christian Faith. So accusations of churchmen being corrupt and comfortable look in this case somewhat wide of the mark.

Some priests were offered their lives if they would renounce the priesthood and marry, but they refused and died. Others were thrown into the bullring to be gored by bulls, reminiscent of ancient Roman persecutions in the Colosseum.

In Britain, the usual “take” on the Spanish Civil War has been to view things from the Left, from the Republican side. Was it not a fight for democracy and pluralism against the dark forces of Fascism – in the person of General Franco, allied with Mussolini and Hitler  - rising to overshadow the European continent? The true picture was far more complicated than that of a simple contest between left-wing freedom-loving democrats and right-wing Fascists.

There is not space here to treat fully of the causes of the Spanish Civil War. Traditionally the Church had supported the Spanish monarchy, which collapsed in 1931. The Second Republic was declared. From 1931-1933 a moderate socialist government attacked the traditional structures of Spanish society, confiscated estates, separated Church and State. The unequal division of land was the worst in Europe. 67% was in the hands of just 2% of all landowners. Many of the peasants lived in poverty as sharecroppers.


In 1933 the forces of the right rallied, and won new elections. Disappointed left-wingers led strikes, demonstrations and civil unrest. Society became increasingly polarized. Both sides began resorting to plots, violence and political assassinations.


In 1936 the Popular Front, an alliance of liberals, Socialists, and Communists, won the elections with 4.36 million votes. The Right actually won more votes, 4.57 million, but less seats in the Cortés. There followed widespread allegations of vote rigging and several recounts. 


The new Government did not follow a sensible compromise policy, but allowed the radical socialist fractions to burn down churches and shoot priests with impunity. It was this, as much as anything, which provoked the conservative army officers, led by Franco, to launch a rebellion. He began in Morocco, and used German planes to transport his forces to the mainland.


On the other side,  a whole generation of young idealists flocked to join the International Brigade and fight with the Left against Franco. It became a cause célèbre for the left-wing intelligentsia. Some of them turned their memoirs into novels  – George Orwell (Homage to Catalonia), Ernest Hemingway, (For whom the Bell Tolls), Laurie Lee. For many socialist-minded working-class men, the war simply offered both idealistic adventure and an escape from the widespread unemployment following the Depression.

There were other writers, however, who sided with Franco and his mixed bag of conservatives, Catholics, monarchists and Fascists – Ezra Pound, Gertude Stein, Evelyn Waugh. Many of Franco's supporters saw the war as a battle between the "red hordes" of communism and anarchism and "Christian civilization". In their eyes, to be truly Spanish meant one had to be Catholic.

Franco’s forces are now frequently characterized – through the distorting lens of political correctness - as reactionary and authoritarian Catholics. However, at the time no western nation supported the left-wing Republicans, precisely because of their anti-religious atrocities. It was only Stalin’s Soviet Union and communist Mexico, both notoriously anti-Christian, who backed Republican Spain.

France and Britain placed an arms embargo on both sides in the conflict. Italy and Germany supported Franco. In this manner the Spanish war became a practice round for the more appalling conflict which was to follow in 1939.


The horrors of total war inspired Picasso’s famous painting of the Basque town of Guernica. On 26th April 1937, the Legión Cóndor – a volunteer Luftwaffe division in the fight against the Bolsheviks - used Junker bombers against Guernica, destroying 60% of the houses and killing 1000 inhabitants. It was a foretaste of the saturation bombing which many cities would suffer in World War II.


Meanwhile the Trotskyists were ridiculing democracy and demanding a dictatorship. Stalin took Spain’s entire gold reserves in exchange for military supplies.  The Popular Front in cities like Barcelona began to fight within itself. George Orwell's novel Animal Farm, and the torture scenes in his book “1984,” were loosely inspired by his experiences at the hands of the Stalinists.


People may well call Franco a brute and a bastard, but he did save Spain from what would have been far, far worse, decades of Stalinist Communism. For all his vindictiveness to his defeated foes, he was never in the same league as Hitler and Stalin.


The indubitable heroes of the conflict are the martyrs. “The Christian martyr does not commit suicide to kill others,” Andrea Riccardi, a professor of the history of Christianity noted recently. “The Christian martyr gives his life so that others will not die, so as not to abandon his own faith, and to support other believers, out of love. He does not insist on vengeance or claims.”
