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The Destruction of Guernica

The military rebellion that provoked the Spanish Civil War began on the evening of 17 July in Spain’s two North African enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla and in the peninsula on the following morning. In every province, a rebel commander launched the coup by a declaration of martial law. Success or otherwise broadly followed the electoral geography of the country. In rural areas of right-wing Catholic small-holders, the coup was successful and in areas of left-wing dominance, working class resistance was massive. On 19 July 1936, shortly after his declaration of martial law in Pamplona, the general who had organised the coup, Emilio Mola called a meeting of the mayors of the province of Navarre. He spoke in his capacity as commander of the northern rebel forces. What he told the mayors would characterise the rebels’ war effort in general and particularly his own subsequent treatment of the Basque Country. He said: ‘It is necessary to spread terror. We have to create the impression of mastery, eliminating without scruples or hesitation all those who do not think as we do. There can be no cowardice. If we vacillate one moment and fail to proceed with the greatest determination, we will not win. Anyone who helps or hides a communist or a supporter of the Popular Front will be shot.’1 What this meant for the Basques was soon revealed by an early precursor of what was to happen to Durango and Guernica in the spring of 1937. On 22 July, an aircraft from Vitoria bombed the village square of Otxandiano in the south of the Basque province of Vizcaya, killing eighty-four people, of whom forty-five were children, and mutilating a further 113. In justification, the rebel command in Vitoria proudly announced that ‘our aircraft have struck a heavy blow against a resistance group gathered in the rearguard at Otxandiano’.2 

Because of early reverses he had suffered in the sierra north of Madrid, Mola’s first major campaign against the Basque Country did not begin until after the military rebels received substantial German and Italian aid in early August. This enabled him to launch an attack on the eastern Basque province of Guipúzcoa, which bordered France. It also enabled the commander of the rebel forces in southern Spain, General Francisco Franco, to begin his march on Madrid. Already, on 23 July, units of the deeply reactionary Carlist militia from Navarre had entered the southern part of Guipúzcoa through Cegama and Segura. Although they encountered no resistance, in both towns, they sacked the headquarters of Republican parties and the Batzoki (headquarters) of the Basque Nationalist Party (Partido Nacionalista Vasco). Now, in early August, Mola began a campaign to capture Irún and San Sebastián and cut off Guipúzcoa from the French border. Irún and Fuenterrabía were being shelled from the sea and attacked daily by German and Italian bombers. The South African-born British correspondent George Steer noted that the rebels had dropped pamphlets threatening to deal with the population as they had dealt with those in Badajoz, where the notorious massacre in the bull-ring had taken well over 2,000 lives. The tactic of evoking earlier atrocities as a warning of what would happen if surrender were not immediate would be used again eight months later when the experience of Guernica would be used as a threat against Bilbao, the principal Basque city and the region’s industrial dynamo. San Sebastián was also heavily shelled from the sea. Irún’s poorly armed and untrained militia defenders fought bravely but were overwhelmed on 3 September. Thousands of panic-stricken refugees fled across the international bridge to France. The last defenders, largely anarchists enraged by their lack of ammunition, shot some rightist prisoners in Fuenterrabía and set parts of Irún on fire.3

Rebel troops and Carlists occupied San Sebastián on Sunday 13 September and by the end of the month virtually all of Guipúzcoa was in Mola’s hands.4 A substantial number of the city’s 80,000 inhabitants had fled either towards Vizcaya or else by boat to France. Nevertheless, the number of executions in San Sebastián would be the highest carried out by the rebels in any Basque city. Mass detentions began immediately, beginning with the wounded Republicans who, given the seriousness of their condition, could not be evacuated from the Hospital Militar. Soon the prisons of Ondarreta and Zapatari, the offices of the Falange in the centre of the city, the San José hospice and the Kursaal cinema were all bursting at the seams with detainees.5 Among the hundreds of executions that took place in Guipúzcoa, the most notorious were those of thirteen Basque priests, which were carried out at the behest of the Carlists. In total, the rebels murdered at least sixteen priests in the entire Basque region and imprisoned and tortured many more. Father Alberto Onaindía, whose brother was one of the victims, said prophetically, ‘If this was how the army behaved with the Basque clergy, what would it be like for civilians!’ The testimony of Father Onaindía (a friend of José María Aguirre, the Basque President or Lehendakari) would be crucial in dismantling the lies later propagated by the rebels about the bombing of Guernica.6

Even before the fall of San Sebastián, Mola had initiated secret negotiations with the Partido Nacionalista Vasco. He hoped for a peaceful surrender of Vizcaya in return for a promise not to destroy Bilbao and a guarantee of no subsequent repression. In the light of what had happened after the captures of Irún and San Sebastián, the PNV leadership had no reason to believe Mola’s promises. Over the course of the negotiations, appeals were made to him not to bomb Bilbao on the grounds that to do so would provoke reprisals against the 2,500 imprisoned rightists in the city.7 On 25 and 26 September, major bombing raids on Bilbao caused dozens of deaths and mutilations of women and children, which, as predicted, provoked an outburst of rage from the starving population.

Rebel hostility to the Basque Country intensified after the concession of regional autonomy by Madrid on 1 October and the formation of a Basque government six days later. The newly elected President of the Basque government, José Antonio de Aguirre y Lecube, and his cabinet were sworn in at a ceremony before the Tree of Guernica. In his speech Aguirre declared, ‘The tradition of our elders was once again reborn in us, and the sacred Tree that in Guernica grows was no longer a relic, but became once again the living symbol of our history.’8

Sporadic bombing raids continued on Bilbao but nothing had prepared the city for the scale of another attack on 4 January 1937. In an even more ferocious incursion into the city’s four prisons, 224 rightists were killed including several priests, most of them Carlists but some Basque Nationalists.9 As long as the siege of the capital was the principal rebel preoccupation, the Basque front was static, remaining so until late March 1937. However, in mid-March a significant Republican victory over Franco’s Italian allies at Guadalajara north-east of the capital finally undermined Franco’s belief that he could win the war at Madrid and imposed upon him a momentous strategic volte-face. In early February, the Italians had gained an easy victory at Málaga but that walk-over had been followed by a bloody and costly stalemate in mid-February when the Republic had successfully held off a rebel effort to cut off the capital. The lesson to be drawn from contrasting Málaga with the battles of Jarama and Guadalajara was clear. The Republic was concentrating its best-trained and best-equipped troops in the centre of Spain and leaving other fronts relatively neglected. Against the Republican army of the Centre the military rebels were achieving only small gains at the cost of massive bloodshed, while against the militias of the periphery substantial triumphs could come relatively cheaply. Thus, there was a case for desisting from the obsessive concentration on Madrid and destroying the Republic by instalments elsewhere. This was the view of Colonel Juan Vigón Suerodiaz, chief of Mola’s general staff, who argued for priority to be given to operations in the north so that the rebel cause might be strengthened by the seizure of the coal, iron and steel reserves and the armaments factories of the Basque provinces.10 

Franco initially remained obsessed with Madrid. General Hugo Sperrle, the commander of the crack Condor Legion, sent by Hitler to aid Franco, put forward similar arguments with even greater insistence. News of the defeat at Guadalajara on 20 March 1937 changed Franco’s thinking, made him to succumb to the pressure from Sperrle and Vigón and accept that the defeat of the Republic must be sought somewhere other than the outskirts of Madrid. Sperrle persuaded him that resistance in the north would be slight, with promises about the likely impact of concerted airborne ground attacks by the Condor Legion. On 22 March, the Generalísimo presented General Alfredo Kindelán, the head of the rebel air force, with a sketchy outline of his immediate plans for a huge new force to be massed to attack and take Bilbao. On 23 March, he summoned Mola to Salamanca and gave him specific orders for the assault on Bilbao which derived from Vigón’s suggestions and Sperrle’s proposals.11

The operational details were hammered out at meetings held on 24 and 26 March involving Kindelán, General José Solchaga and General José López Pinto as field commanders, Vigón as Mola’s chief of staff and Lieutenant Colonel Wolfram von Richthofen, the Condor Legion’s chief of staff. Richthofen explained to his Spanish counterparts the novel strategy of ‘close air support’, using aircraft for sustained ground attack to smash the morale of opposing troops. Accordingly, arrangements were made at these meetings for continuous and rapid liaison between the headquarters of the Spanish ground forces and the Condor Legion. Two hours before any attack, the air force commanders would inform the ground headquarters in order for the necessary coordination to take place. It was also agreed at these meetings that attacks would proceed ‘without taking into account the civilian population’.12 

Mola gathered a large army consisting of African army units, of the Carlist militia known as requetés now fully militarised as the Navarrese Brigades and of mixed Spanish-Italian brigades. It was backed by the air support of the small but well-equipped Condor Legion and of units of the Italian Aviazione Legionaria under Richthofen’s command.13 After Guadalajara, the Germans were keen to show their superiority over the Italians and to practise and develop their techniques of ground attack from the air. In this context, the relationships between Mola and Sperrle and between their chiefs of staff, Vigón and Richthofen, were constant and close if not exactly cordial. The Condor Legion was theoretically responsible directly to Franco. Sperrle was meticulous about observing that hierarchy and enjoyed generally good relations with Franco in consequence.14

In practice, however, the need to integrate joint air/ground operations on an hour-by-hour basis rendered liaison with Franco’s headquarters in Salamanca impracticable. So, content with Sperrle’s deferential manner, Franco allowed him a free hand to liaise directly with Mola and Vigón, except on major issues. Franco was delighted to be able to consider the crack Condor Legion as part of his forces and to sit back and take the credit for its achievements. In the field, Mola and Vigón were also happy to accept the help and advice of Sperrle and Richthofen, and the consequence was that, with Franco’s conscious acquiescence, the Germans had the decisive voice in the campaign. Sperrle wrote in 1939, ‘All suggestions made by the Condor Legion for the conduct of the war were accepted gratefully and followed.’ While the advance was being planned, Richthofen wrote in his diary on 24 March 1937, ‘we are practically in charge of the entire business without any of the responsibility’ and, on 28 March, ‘I am an omnipotent and effective commander (Feldherr) … and I have established effective ground/air command.’15

On 31 March, Mola arrived in Vitoria to put the final touches to the offensive that was to be launched the following day. He began by deploying the weapon of mass fear that had been so effective for Franco in the advance on Madrid of the African columns. He issued a proclamation that was broadcast and also printed in a leaflet dropped on the main towns. It contained the following threat: ‘If your submission is not immediate, I will raze Vizcaya to the ground, beginning with the industries of war. I have ample means to do so.’16 In a similar spirit of crushing enemy morale, he ordered the execution of sixteen prisoners in Vitoria. The fact that among them were several popular local figures including the Mayor (Alcalde), Teodoro González de Zárate, provoked protests from the local right.17 This act of gratuitous violence was followed by a massive four-day artillery and aircraft bombardment of eastern Vizcaya in which the small picturesque country town of Durango was destroyed: 127 civilians died during the bombing and at least a further 131 died soon afterwards as a consequence of their wounds. Among the dead were fourteen nuns and two priests. As was later to be the case with the more notorious bombing of Guernica, Salamanca denied that the raid on Durango had taken place and attributed the damage to the Basques themselves.18 

Progress in the first three days was so slow that Sperrle sent a report to Kindelán in which he complained that ‘if the troops do not advance faster, we will not enter Bilbao’. Sperrle believed that Franco had retained too much artillery and infantry on the Madrid front.19 On 2 April, Sperrle and Richthofen complained about this to Mola. Equally anxious to speed things up, Mola suggested to Sperrle that the industries of Bilbao be destroyed. When the German commander asked why it made any sense to destroy industries which it was hoped to capture shortly afterwards, Mola replied: ‘Spain is totally dominated by the industrial centres of Bilbao and Barcelona. Under such a domination, Spain can never be cleaned up. Spain has got too many industries which only produce discontent’; he added that ‘if half of Spain’s factories were destroyed by German bombers, the subsequent reconstruction of Spain would be greatly facilitated’. In response to the notion that Spain’s health required the elimination of the industrial proletariat, Sperrle pointed out that the German air forces in Spain would attack factories only when Franco gave them specific orders to do so. According to Richthofen, Mola told Vigón to issue the order. Richthofen said that it had to come from a higher authority. Mola then signed orders himself for attacks on Basque industrial targets. Richthofen agreed to bomb the explosives factory at Galdácano on the ‘next free day’. Sperrle and Richthofen, however, informed Franco and awaited his permission to carry out Mola’s orders. Sperrle even offered to put an aircraft at Franco’s disposal for him to come to Vitoria to discuss the situation.20

In expecting the entire north of Spain to fall in under three weeks, Franco and Mola had underestimated the determination of the Basques. They were both disconcerted by the slowness of the first stage of their advance towards Bilbao’s unfinished ‘iron ring’ of fortifications. By 8 April, the rebel forces had completed only the first part of their planned offensive. After intense bombing on 4 April, they occupied the village of Otxandiano (where the Basques had temporarily established their field headquarters) and the heights to the north, which they had intended to do on the first day. Steep, wooded hills, poor roads and heavy rain and fog had held up the advance of General Solchaga’s troops. Franco visited the front, ostensibly to witness the triumph, but in fact to resolve the differences between Mola and Sperrle.21 While he was in the north, Mola announced that it would be necessary ‘to destroy systematically the war industries of the province of Vizcaya. To this effect, on 9 April we will begin the complete destruction of the power station at Burceña, the steelworks of Euskalduna and the explosives factory of Galdácano.’ It seems that Franco had given permission for the partial implementation of the order signed by Mola on 2 April.22 The dogged Basque retreat continued to exact a high price from the attacking forces, but the terror provoked by artillery and aerial bombardment and political divisions within the Republican ranks ensured the gradual collapse of Basque resistance.23

In the early days of the Basque offensive, on the evening of 4 April, Franco received the Italian Ambassador Roberto Cantalupo and explained with surprising candour the philosophy of his war effort: ‘Ambassador, Franco does not make war on Spain but is merely carrying out the liberation of Spain … I must not exterminate an enemy nor destroy cities, nor fields, nor industries nor production. That is why I cannot hurry.’24 Franco had no doubts that the ‘liberation’ of his ‘Spain’ signified, as his actions showed, the thoroughgoing repression of all liberal and leftist elements. However, his remarks suggest that he doubted the wisdom of Mola’s manic determination to annihilate Basque industry on which Sperrle had consulted him. The differences between Franco and Mola over the appropriate targets in the northern campaign do not indicate humanitarian preoccupations on the part of the Generalísimo. For Franco, ‘Spain’ had an entirely partisan meaning. He was reluctant to damage the material interests of his ‘Spain’ and that included the Basque industrial base, arms factories and mineral wealth.25 He explained to Cantalupo the destruction of Durango four days previously by aircraft of the Condor Legion flying at his orders. ‘Others might think that when my aircraft bomb red cities I am making a war like any other, but that is not so. My generals and I are Spaniards and we suffer in fulfilling the duty which the Patria has assigned to us but we must go on fulfilling it.’26 

Nevertheless, Franco was perplexed by the progress of the campaign in the north. Sperrle and Richthofen were also frustrated with the slowness of the advance. Since the beginning of the campaign, Richthofen had experimented with terror bombing to break the morale of the civilian population and to destroy road communications where they passed through population centres. This tactic had begun with the destruction of Durango on 31 March and been followed up by the attack on Otxandiano. In telling Cantalupo that, in bombing Republican towns, he and his generals were merely fulfilling their patriotic duty, Franco was admitting that he approved of such terror bombing. How fully he understood the military theory behind German strategy is another matter. On 12 April, he disconcerted Sperrle by requesting that he send him all the aircraft which he was not using in the north to be used around Madrid. Under orders from Berlin not to split his forces, Sperrle offered to leave the Basque campaign and transfer the entire Condor Legion to central Spain. Only after Colonel Hans von Funck, the German Military Attaché in Salamanca, had laboriously explained to him the strategic thinking behind the German operation did Franco refuse the offer and order Sperrle to remain in the north.27 The episode reveals not only the limitations of the Generalísimo’s strategic vision, but also that Sperrle was still directly responsible to him.

On 20 April, the rebels began the second phase of their offensive, and German air support was to play an even more crucial role. Sperrle, Richthofen, Mola and Vigón were sufficiently frustrated by the slowness of the advance to talk again of reducing Bilbao to ‘debris and ash’.28 In the event, the great morale-destroying blow would fall not on the Basque capital but on another smaller, more manageable but equally significant target. By 24 April, after merciless air bombardment and artillery pounding, the Basque forces were falling back in some disarray.29 Over the course of 25 April, as indeed throughout the entire campaign, Richthofen and Vigón were in constant contact by telephone co-ordinating aircraft, artillery and infantry. They agreed on the need to try to bottle up the retreating Basques around Guernica and Marquina. On the evening of 25 April, Richthofen again telephoned Vigón and arranged to see him at 7.00 the following morning. He wrote in his diary ‘units ready for tomorrow’.30 On the night of 25 April, presumably on Mola’s instructions, the rebel radio at Salamanca broadcast the following warning to the Basque people: ‘Franco is about to deliver a mighty blow against which all resistance is useless. Basques! Surrender now and your lives will be spared.’31

Richthofen and Vigón talked again at 6.00 on the morning of Monday 26 April and then met, as arranged, at 7.00 a.m. After close consultation with Vigón, Richthofen organised a series of bombing attacks aimed at impeding the retreat of the Basque forces. He seems to have decided to combine the tactical objective of blocking the retreat south of Guernica near Marquina with the broader strategic coup of the devastating blow to which Mola’s broadcast had referred. Richthofen wrote in his diary of an implacable attack on the roads, bridge and suburbs of Guernica. ‘There things must be closed up, it is necessary to secure finally a triumph over enemy personnel and material.’ 32 Franco had made sufficient comments since 18 July 1936 about his belief that the Civil War would be won on morale for him to have few objections. If he had disapproved of what happened at Durango, Otxandiano and other villages, he had had ample time to put a stop to Richthofen’s programme. His remarks to Cantalupo, in fact, make it clear that he approved and indeed took pride in what was happening. 

From 4.40 to 7.45 in the late afternoon and early evening of 26 April, which was market day in the small town of Guernica, a blow consistent with Mola’s threat was struck. With the normal population joined by refugees and peasants coming in for the market, there were at least 10,000 people in Guernica on that day. The military authorities had tried to suspend the market because of the war but many peasants from the surrounding hamlets had arrived as usual. The town had no anti-aircraft defences. It was annihilated in three hours of sustained bomb attacks by aircraft of the Condor Legion and the Italian Aviazione Legionaria under the overall command of Richthofen. The raid was carried out by twenty-three Junkers Ju 52s, four new He 111s, ten Heinkel He 51s, three Savoia-Marchetti S.81 Pipistrelli and one Dornier Do 17 escorted by twelve Fiat C.R.32s and possibly six of the first ever Messerschmitt Bf109s.33 It was an operation of a scale which could hardly have been organised by the Germans behind the backs of the Spanish staff with whom there was, in any case, constant liaison. Terrified civilians who fled into the surrounding fields were strafed by the machine-guns of Heinkel He 51s. The number of victims will never be known for certain because of the chaos and because the rebels had captured the town before the debris was cleared. The Basque government estimated at the time that 1,645 people died and a further 889 were injured in the bombing. However, subsequent investigations have significantly reduced that number. The local history research group Gernikazarra Historia Taldea, which has been investigating the issue in civil and ecclesiastical registers, has identified to date 154 of the fatal victims and estimates that the total is somewhere around 200, that is to say considerably fewer than the more than 300 who died in the bombing of Durango.

Gernikazarra Historia Taldea reached these figures after issuing an appeal some years ago via the town council (Ayuntamiento) of Gernika-Lumo for the family members of the dead, the wounded or the disappeared to come forward with their testimony. It extended the appeal through the press to a wider public in the entire province of Guipúzcoa to gather information about the refugees who were in Guernica on the day of the bombing. As a result, it has received many statements which are now being verified. Regarding the overall figure, it appears that in June 1937 the first Francoist Ayuntamiento drew up a list with the names of around 190 dead. A figure of 200 dead is the most frequently cited by successive investigators since the death of Franco, among them the municipal architect and witness Castor de Uriarte or Francoists such as the Mayor, Augusto Unceta.34

Nevertheless, the horror undergone by those in Guernica on that market day can be gathered from the eye-witness account of Father Alberto Onaindía. 


It was Monday and market day. We were passing near the railroad station when we heard a bomb explosion; it was followed immediately by two others. An aeroplane which was flying very low dropped its load and left, all in a few seconds. It was Guernica’s first war experience. The panic of the first moments shocked the inhabitants and the peasants come into market. We observed a considerable excitement. We got out of the automobile and tried to find out what was happening and to calm the many women who were growing more nervous and excited. Minutes later other bombs fell near the Convent of the Madres Mercedarias and the people began to leave the streets and to hide in cellars and under shelters. There very soon appeared, as if coming from the sea, some eight heavy planes which dropped many bombs and behind them followed a veritable rain of incendiary bombs. For more than three hours there followed waves of bombers, of aeroplanes with incendiary bombs and of solitary machines which came down to two hundred metres to machine-gun the poor people who fled in fright. I did not know the mark of the aeroplanes, because I do not understand about such things. 

For a long time we were at the exit of the town towards Munitibar and Marquina. The explosion of the bombs, the fires which were beginning to break out and the harassment of the machine-gunning planes forced us to take cover under trees, under house entrances, dropping to the ground in the field when we saw a plane approaching. There was no anti-aircraft defence, no defence of any kind, we were encircled and corralled by diabolic forces in pursuit of defenceless inhabitants. Through the streets wandered the animals brought to market, donkeys, pigs, chickens. In the midst of that conflagration we saw people who fled screaming, praying or gesticulating against the attackers. We finally left the burning town, but when we saw approaching aeroplanes which would pass over us, we left the automobile and ran to hide under some trees. We sought the protection of a small stone bridge over a nearby stream, while a few metres away three bombs exploded raising a cloud of blinding dust. Someone left the highway and climbed into the wood. When calm returned, we found a woman dead, machine-gunned, and a young gudari [Basque soldier] who had been a victim of the bomb explosion. He had no visible wound but a great quantity of blood escaped from his mouth and nose. I gave absolution to both of them. We were told the gudari’s name was Gotzon. All the gutters and ditches were filled with people who wanted to hide or find protection against the cowardly attack of the enemy air force. Providence saved us that day. Many tree branches and a lot of dirt fell on our heads each time that bombs exploded around us. At 7.45 of that radiant April evening the systematic destruction of our holy town drew to an end. They were German planes sent over Guernica to carry out a trial in totalitarian warfare. It was the first example of this kind of war: first some bombs to alarm the population, then waves of bombers with explosives followed immediately by incendiary bombs and, finally, light planes that machine-gunned the unfortunate people who sought flight to save their lives. I had other bombing experiences later in England during the Second World War. But I never felt so unprotected and so much a defenceless victim as on that 26 April of 1937. 

Guernica was burning. We did not perceive many flames during the first two hours because it was day and the smoke was hiding the fires. But when we wished to penetrate into the town, we could not take many steps without feeling ourselves choked by the smoke and the flames which were beginning to consume all the dwellings. Many people were gathered outside the agglomeration of houses. Some were weeping, others were praying and not a few regarded the spectacle petrified with horror and fear. I started out walking to Munitibar.’ 35 



On the day after the bombing, Father Onaindía wrote a passionate letter to the Primate of Spain, Cardinal Isidro Gomá, Archbishop of Toledo and militant supporter of Franco. ‘I have just arrived from Bilbao with my soul destroyed after having witnessed the horrific crime that has been perpetrated against the peaceful town of Guernica.’ He told the Cardinal of ‘Three hours of terror and Dantesque scenes. Children and mothers collapsed on the roadside, mothers screaming in prayer, a population of believers murdered by criminals who have not the slightest claim to humanity. Señor Cardinal, for dignity, for the honour of the gospel, for Christ’s infinite pity, such a horrendous, unprecedented, apocalyptic, Dantesque crime cannot be committed.’ Describing scenes of the sick burned alive, the wounded buried in mounds of ashes, Canon Onaindía appealed to Gomá to intercede, reminding him of international law and ‘an eternal law, God’s law, that forbids the killing and murder of the innocent. This was trampled underfoot on Monday in Guernica. Who was the cruel personage that coldly planned this horrific crime of burning and killing an entire peaceful town?’

Onaindía’s letter ended with a plea to Gomá to do something to prevent the implementation of the threats broadcast by rebel radio that Bilbao would be next. Gomá’s dismissive reply with its repetition of Mola’s threat was a spine-chilling affirmation of the Church’s official support for Franco’s war of annihilation. ‘I regret, as anyone would, what is happening in Vizcaya. I have suffered for months, God is my witness. I particularly regret the destruction of your towns, where the purest faith and patriotism once dwelt. But it was not necessary to be a prophet to foresee what is now happening.’ In an angry reference to Basque loyalty to the Madrid government, Gomá fulminated, ‘People pay for their pacts with evil and for their perverse wickedness in sticking to them.’ He then casually endorsed Mola’s threats: ‘I take the liberty of replying to your anguished letter with a simple piece of advice. Bilbao must surrender, it has no other choice. It can do so with honour, as it could have done two months ago. Whichever side is responsible for the destruction of Guernica, it is a terrible warning for the great city.’ 36 Onaindía was insulted by the deranged General Queipo de Llano in his obscene nightly broadcasts from Seville where he was the rebel commander. The Francoist press mounted a smear campaign against Onaindía, denouncing him as a womaniser, a Communist, an unfrocked priest and accomplice to the murder of an unnamed archbishop.37

Mola and Vigón were fully aware of the fact that Guernica was the ancient capital of the Basque country and of deep symbolic importance to the Basque people. However, Richthofen’s concern was less with political symbols and more with the dissemination of terror and chaos in the Republican rearguard. On 27 and 30 April, he expressed his disgust with Mola’s forces for failing to move up and take advantage of the opportunity that his airmen had created: ‘the town was completely blocked for at least twenty-four hours, it was the ideal precondition for a great success, if only the troops had been thrown in. As it was, just a complete technical success of our 250 kg [explosive] and EC.B.1. [incendiary] bombs’. The incendiary effects of the attack cannot have been a side-effect. The weight of bombs dropped on Guernica was the equivalent of half of the tonnage dropped by the entire Condor Legion on the crucial opening day of the campaign when it was necessary to make an early breakthrough. Moreover, Richthofen personally selected the unusual bomb load of explosive ‘splinter’ and incendiary bombs in line with his belief that, while bomb craters in roads could be filled, massive destruction of buildings was a more effective obstacle to retreating troops.38 

The occupation of Guernica on 29 April by the Moorish mercenaries known as Regulares Indígenas, Italian units and the IV Brigada de Navarra caused further damage both to the population and to surviving buildings. As was usual when territory fell into rebel hands, there were executions and cases of the abuse of women. The Regulares Indígenas under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Jesús Esparza provoked terror among the deeply Catholic population. They set up camp in the church of Santa María. Local women, the wives and daughters of Basque Nationalists, were forced to clean up after them. Years later, they recalled bitterly that they were ‘punished by being forced to clean the shit of the Moors in Guernica’ and were deeply shocked that altars had been profaned with urine and faecal matter. The church had to be reconsecrated. The Italian troops behaved less offensively yet still painted slogans eulogising Mussolini on buildings at the entrance to the town. Lieutenant Colonel Emilio Gómez del Villar, the commander of the Navarrese Brigade, wrote a letter to a fellow officer on 11 May 1937 in which he complained both of the bomb damage to Guernica and of subsequent looting.39

As the first near total destruction by bombing of an ‘open’ town, Guernica was burned into the European conscience as Franco’s great crime – more than the murder of the poet Federico García Lorca in Granada or the massacre in the bull-ring of Badajoz. The scale of the outrage felt by opponents of fascism was compounded by subsequent efforts on the part of the Francoist rebels to deny any responsibility. However, the widespread and enduring outrage over Guernica might not have damaged the Generalísimo’s cause in the way that it did had it not been for the arrival of the articulate Basque priest Father Alberto Onaindía during the bombing and the fortuitous presence of four journalists in the vicinity – three from British newspapers, the Australian Noel Monks of the Daily Express, the Scotsman Christopher Holme of Reuters, and the South African George Steer of The Times, and the Belgian Mathieu Corman of the Parisian Ce Soir. It was the subsequent efforts of Franco’s propagandists to deny the destruction of the town attested by these and many other eye-witnesses which turned Guernica into a propaganda disaster for Franco. 

George Steer was one of those first four journalists to arrive at the scene. He had covered the Italian invasion of Abyssinia in 1935 and had been expelled from the rebel zone in late 1936 because the head of the Francoist foreign press service Luis Bolín considered him to be a ‘dangerous person in view of his record in Abyssinia … and his articles on Spain’. Steer’s book Caesar in Abyssinia had just been published, to the intense chagrin of the Italian military authorities and, given the scale of their complaints, Bolín’s action is why Steer ended up reporting on the Basque campaign from the Republican side.40 Bolín had been the London correspondent of the monarchist daily ABC, and helped organise the flight of the De Havilland Dragon Rapide that brought Franco from the Canary Islands to Morocco to lead the military coup there on 18 July 1936. Steer returned to Spain, to Bilbao, at the beginning of January 1937. He met and very quickly became an admirer of the Basques in general and of their President, José Antonio de Aguirre.41 His articles played an influential role in persuading the British government to break the Francoist blockade of a starving Bilbao one week before the bombing of Guernica.

On 26 April 1937, Steer, Holme, Monks and Corman spent fifteen minutes in a bomb crater at Arbacegui-Guerricaiz west of Guernica, being strafed by the machine-guns of six Heinkel He 51s. All three were in Bilbao later that night in the Hotel Torrontegui having dinner when a distraught Basque official came in with news that Guernica was burning. They abandoned their table and immediately drove to Guernica, which was still ablaze when they arrived at 11 p.m. Like Monks and Holme, Steer had witnessed his share of horrors in Abyssinia and in Spain, but nothing prepared any of them for the desolation of Guernica. They watched helplessly as weeping gudaris frantically tried to dig out the bodies from the ruins. Steer stayed in the charred and still smoking ruins until the early hours of the morning of the 27th interviewing survivors – ‘my authority for all that I have written’. He picked up three silver tubes of German incendiary devices and returned to Bilbao, where he slept on his story. The next morning, he spoke with many of the refugees who had reached the capital, before driving the fifteen miles back to Guernica to view the damage in daylight.42 

Holme’s reports appeared on 27 April in both the Glasgow Herald and the Manchester Guardian. Steer’s despatch was much more complete, reflecting his second visit to Guernica. His lengthy article was published on 28 April in The Times and reproduced in the New York Times. It had caused considerable misgiving to the editor of The Times, Geoffrey Dawson. Nevertheless, subdued and unsensational in tone, it was one of the most important reports filed by a journalist during the Civil War. More than any other commentator at the time, Steer managed to incorporate into his despatch a vivid sense of the scale of the atrocity. The article provoked a worldwide storm of concern. The full text is as follows:


THE TRAGEDY OF GUERNICA

TOWN DESTROYED IN AIR ATTACK

EYE-WITNESS’S ACCOUNT

From our Special Correspondent. BILBAO, April 27.

Guernica, the most ancient town of the Basques and the centre of their cultural tradition, was completely destroyed yesterday afternoon by insurgent air raiders. The bombardment of this open town far behind the lines occupied precisely three hours and a quarter, during which a powerful fleet of aeroplanes consisting of three German types, Junkers and Heinkel bombers, did not cease unloading on the town bombs weighing from 1,000 lbs. downwards and, it is calculated, more than 3,000 two-pounder aluminium incendiary projectiles. The fighters, meanwhile, plunged low from above the centre of the town to machine-gun those of the civilian population who had taken refuge in the fields. 

The whole town of Guernica was soon in flames except the historic Casa de Juntas with its rich archives of the Basque race, where the ancient Basque Parliament used to sit. The famous oak of Guernica, the dried old stump of 600 years and the young new shoots of this century, was also untouched. Here the kings of Spain used to take the oath to respect the democratic rights (fueros) of Vizcaya and in return received a promise of allegiance as suzerains with the democratic title of Señor, not Rey [de] Vizcaya. The noble parish church of Santa María was also undamaged except for the beautiful chapter house, which was struck by an incendiary bomb.

At 2 a.m. to-day when I visited the town the whole of it was a horrible sight, flaming from end to end. The reflection of the flames could be seen in the clouds of smoke above the mountains from 10 miles away. Throughout the night houses were falling until the streets became long heaps of red impenetrable debris. Many of the civilian survivors took the long trek from Guernica to Bilbao in antique solid-wheeled Basque farmcarts drawn by oxen. Carts piled high with such household possessions as could be saved from the conflagration clogged the roads all night. Other survivors were evacuated in Government lorries, but many were forced to remain round the burning town lying on mattresses or looking for lost relatives and children, while units of the fire brigades and the Basque motorized police under the personal direction of the Minister of the Interior, Senor Monzón, and his wife continued rescue work till dawn.

CHURCH BELL ALARM

In the form of its execution and the scale of the destruction it wrought, no less than in the selection of its objective, the raid on Guernica is unparalleled in military history. Guernica was not a military objective. A factory producing war material lay outside the town and was untouched. So were two barracks some distance from the town. The town lay far behind the lines. The object of the bombardment was seemingly the demoralization of the civil population and the destruction of the cradle of the Basque race. Every fact bears out this appreciation, beginning with the day when the deed was done. Monday was the customary market day in Guernica for the country round. At 4.30 p.m., when the market was full and peasants were still coming in, the church bell rang the alarm for approaching aeroplanes, and the population sought refuge in cellars and in the dugouts prepared following the bombing of Durango on March 31st, which opened General Mola’s offensive in the north. The people are said to have shown a good spirit.

A Catholic priest took charge and perfect order was maintained. Five minutes later a single German bomber appeared, circled over the town at a low altitude, and then dropped six heavy bombs, apparently aiming for the station. The bombs with a shower of grenades fell on a former institute and on houses and streets surrounding it. The aeroplane then went away. In another five minutes came a second bomber, which threw the same number of bombs into the middle of the town. About a quarter of an hour later three Junkers arrived to continue the work of demolition, and thenceforward the bombing grew in intensity and was continuous, ceasing only with the approach of dusk at 7.45. The whole town of 7000 inhabitants, plus 3000 refugees, was slowly and systematically pounded to pieces. Over a radius of five miles round a detail of the raiders’ technique was to bomb separate caserios, or farmhouses. In the night these burned like little candles in the hills. All the villages around were bombed with the same intensity as the town itself, and at Múgica, a little group of houses at the head of the Guernica inlet, the population was machine-gunned for fifteen minutes. 

It is impossible to state yet the number of victims. In the Bilbao Press this morning they were reported as ‘fortunately small’, but it is feared that this was an understatement in order not to alarm the large refugee population of Bilbao. In the hospital of Josefinas, which was one of the first places bombed, all the forty-two wounded militiamen it sheltered were killed outright. In a street leading downhill from the Casa de Juntas I saw a place where fifty people, nearly all women and children, are said to have been trapped in an air raid refuge under a mass of burning wreckage. Many were killed in the fields, and altogether the deaths may run into hundreds. An elderly priest named Arronategui was killed by a bomb while rescuing children from a burning house.

The tactics of the bombers, which may be of interest to students of the new military science, were as follows: First, small parties of aeroplanes threw heavy bombs and hand grenades all over the town, choosing area after area in orderly fashion. Next came fighting machines which swooped low to machine-gun those who ran in panic from dugouts, some of which had already been penetrated by 1000 lb. bombs, which make a hole 25 ft. deep. Many of these people were killed as they ran. A large herd of sheep being brought in to the market was also wiped out. The object of this move was apparently to drive the population underground again, for next as many as 12 bombers appeared at a time dropping heavy and incendiary bombs upon the ruins. The rhythm of this bombing of an open town was, therefore, a logical one: first, hand grenades and heavy bombs to stampede the population, then machine-gunning to drive them below, next heavy and incendiary bombs to wreck the houses and burn them on top of their victims.

The only counter-measures the Basques could employ, for they do not possess sufficient aeroplanes to face the insurgent fleet, were those provided by the heroism of the Basque clergy. These blessed and prayed for the kneeling crowds – Socialists, Anarchists, and Communists, as well as the declared faithful – in the crumbling dugouts. When I entered Guernica after midnight houses were crashing on either side, and it was utterly impossible even for firemen to enter the centre of the town. The hospitals of Josefinas and Convento de Santa Clara were glowing heaps of embers, all the churches except that of Santa María were destroyed, and the few houses which still stood were doomed. When I revisited Guernica this afternoon most of the town was still burning and new fires had broken out. About 30 dead were laid out in a ruined hospital.

The effect here of the bombardment of Guernica, the Basque’s holy city, has been profound, and has led President Aguirre to issue the following statement in this morning’s Basque Press: ‘The German airmen in the service of the Spanish rebels have bombarded Guernica, burning the historic town which is held in such veneration by all Basques. They have sought to wound us in the most sensitive of our patriotic sentiments, once more making it entirely clear what Euskadi may expect of those who do not hesitate to destroy us down to the very sanctuary which records the centuries of our liberty and our democracy. Before this outrage all we Basques must react with violence, swearing from the bottom of our hearts to defend the principles of our people with unheard of stubbornness and heroism if the case requires it. We cannot hide the gravity of the moment; but victory can never be won by the invader if, raising our spirits to heights of strength and determination, we steel ourselves to his defeat. The enemy has advanced in many parts elsewhere to be driven out of them afterwards. I do not hesitate to affirm that here the same thing will happen. May today’s outrage be one spur more to do it with all speed.



Steer’s view that this was a new kind of warfare ensured that his despatch would have a more disturbing impact than those of his colleagues. The New York Times editorial the following day condemned ‘wholesale arson and mass murder, committed by Rebel airplanes of German type’. On 6 May, Senator William Borah of Idaho made an eloquent denunciation of the bombing in language prophetic of Picasso’s painting: 


Here Fascism presents to the world its masterpiece. It has hung upon the wall of civilization a painting that will never come down – never fade out of the memories of men. So long as men and women may be interested in searching out from the pages of history outstanding acts of cruelty and instances of needless destruction of human life they will linger longest and with the greatest horror over the savage story of the fascist war in Spain. 



A few days later, Bishop Francis J. McConnell, of the Methodist Episcopal Church, published an ‘Appeal to the Conscience of the World’ signed by several hundred prominent Americans, including senators and congressmen, professors and writers, union leaders and non-Catholic religious readers. It specifically cited Steer as a witness. On 10 May, Congressman Jerry O’Connell of Montana quoted Steer in the House of Representatives as proof of German participation in the Spanish Civil War.43 

More important than these echoes of Steer’s report was perhaps the fact that it was reprinted in full on 29 April in the French Communist daily L’Humanité, where it was read by Pablo Picasso.44 At the time, he was working on a commission by the Spanish Republican government to provide a mural for the great Paris Exhibition being planned for the summer of 1937. Prior to the news of the destruction of Guernica, his series of preliminary sketches had concerned the relationship between the artist and his model in the studio. Nevertheless, he was already deeply affected by the accounts by Louis Delaprée of the bombing of Madrid. Now, on 1 May 1937, even more shocked by the news of Guernica, he abandoned this project and began work on what would become his most famous painting.45

Despite, or rather because of, the overwhelming verisimilitude of Steer’s report, the rebel authorities immediately denied that Guernica had happened. Luis Bolín spread the view that Guernica had been dynamited by Basque saboteurs. He was already beginning to experience some unpleasant press as a result of the international campaign to free the writer Arthur Koestler whom he had had arrested in Málaga and his Guernica lie would also bring negative consequences. Nevertheless, Bolín’s views were rapidly taken up by a number of English friends of the Francoist cause, including Douglas Jerrold, Arnold Lunn and Robert Sencourt. The most consistent feature of their writing was the denigration of George Steer’s personal and professional integrity.46 

The Times cabled Steer in Bilbao: ‘VIEW OTHER SIDES DISMISSAL YOUR GUERNICA STORY FURTHER JUDICIOUS STATEMENT DESIRABLE.’ Steer’s reply, sent on 28 April, was published the next day: 


The denial by Salamanca of all knowledge of the destruction of Gernika has created no astonishment here, since the similar but less terrible bombing of Durango was denied by them in spite of the presence of British eye-witnesses. I have spoken with hundreds of homeless and distressed people, who all give precisely the same description of the events. I have seen and measured the enormous bomb-holes at Gernika, which, since I passed through the town the day before, I can testify were not there then. Unexploded German aluminium incendiary bombs were found in Gernika marked ‘Rheindorf factory, 1936’. The types of German aeroplane used were Junkers 52 (heavy bombers), Heinkel 111 (medium fast bomber), and Heinkel 51 (chasers). I was myself machine-gunned by six chasers in a large bomb-hole at Arbacegui-Gerrikaiz, when they were returning from Gernika. According to a statement made by the German pilots captured near Ochandiano early in April at the beginning of the insurgent offensive, they are manned entirely by German pilots, while nearly all the crew are German, and the machines left Germany in February. It is maintained here that the entire insurgent air force used in this offensive against the Basques is German, except for seven Italian Fiat fighters and three Savoia 81 machines. That they bombed and destroyed Gernika is the considered judgement of your correspondent and what is more the certain knowledge if that is possible of every wretched Basque civilian who was forced to suffer it. 



Fearing that The Times might not publish it, Steer copied his original telegram to the Labour Member of Parliament for Derby, Philip Noel-Baker, urging him to use it in the House of Commons and get the information to the still influential ex-Prime Minister David Lloyd George and the Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden.47 He rebutted Francoist denials again in The Times on 6 May and, on 15 May, was able to report the shooting down near Bilbao of a German pilot whose log-book showed that he had taken part in the attack on Guernica.

Accusations that Steer had lied about Guernica continued to be made until the 1970s. In the early days, material that was found by the occupying forces in the telegraph office in Bilbao included The Times’s cable to Steer requesting more information. It was given by Bolín to the American Catholic propagandist for Franco, Father Joseph Thorning. When he published it in 1938, Thorning claimed that it proved that The Times had suspected the accuracy of his report. The cable was among large quantities of documents seized by the rebels in Bilbao and taken to Salamanca for sifting for information to be used in the repression. A British partisan of Franco, Major Francis Yeats-Brown, went to Salamanca where the Francoists showed him correspondence between ‘an English M.P.’ (Noel-Baker) and ‘a journalist in Bilbao who excelled himself in describing the Guernica affair’ (Steer). Without any sense of the irony of his own position as a propagandist for Franco, Yeats-Brown wrote delightedly that the cables showed conclusively that ‘both were very much mixed up in Basque affairs, too much so in fact’.48 

Although the publication of the despatch had probably led to the Nazi expulsion of Norman Ebbutt, The Times man in Berlin, the paper continued to accept the veracity of Steer’s report. The Times had published Steer’s despatch in the period of the most avid appeasement exhibited by the paper’s editor, Geoffrey Dawson. In response to the virulent Anglophobia with which the controlled German press had reacted, Dawson wrote to The Times’s acting correspondent in Berlin, H. G. Daniels: ‘I did my utmost, night after night, to keep out of the paper anything that might hurt their susceptibilities. I can really think of nothing that has been printed now for many months past which they could possibly take exception to as unfair comment. No doubt they were annoyed by Steer’s first story of the bombing of Guernica, but its essential accuracy has never been disputed, and there has not been any attempt here to rub it in or harp upon it.’ It was to no avail. As Daniels informed him, Nazi propagandists had noticed that ‘Times’ spelt backwards is ‘Semit’ which was broadcast as proof that the newspaper for which Steer wrote was a Jewish-Marxist operation.49 George Steer’s name was placed on the Gestapo’s Special Wanted List of 2,820 persons who were to be detained after the Germans occupied Britain in 1940.50 Steer received threats from abroad that, if he was caught alive by the Francoists, he would be shot immediately. He continued to go the front, carrying now a machine-pistol which he did not know how to use.51 Holme and Monks were also denounced by General Queipo de Llano in his infamous radio broadcasts.52

Franco’s foreign press service, under the direction of Luis Bolín, had immediately denied that the bombing had taken place. The cover-up was inspired in large measure by the Generalísimo’s worries about the possible reaction of the English Catholic Church. Radio Nacional broadcasting from Salamanca claimed that there were no German or other foreign aircraft in Franco’s Spain. Although the rebels knew that Guernica had been destroyed on 26 April, they issued a statement to the effect that bad weather had prevented their air force flying on 27 April and that therefore they could not have bombed Guernica. When it quickly became obvious that outright denial was no longer tenable, the rebels concocted the absurd claim that Guernica had been dynamited by the Basques themselves. That story was maintained by some even up to the 1990s.53 

The Generalísimo was himself credited at the time with penning the first denial. It has been claimed that he was appalled to discover later that he had been lied to by both Bolín and the Germans.54 What is utterly implausible is the claim that he shouted at Colonel von Funck, the German Military Attaché, ‘I will not have war made on my own people.’ 55 If he said anything remotely like this remark, it would have signified a total volte-face relative to his activities since 17 July 1936 but would also have ignored the close liaison between the Condor Legion and his and Mola’s headquarters. Franco’s attitude to the moral necessity of wiping out the enemy was stated publicly often enough. 

It is not plausible that the Caudillo, as Franco styled himself, entertained qualms about the bombings against the ‘red separatists’ of the Basque country. He wrote a letter of thanks and congratulation to Sperrle and Richthofen for their help during the campaign. In fact, all the available facts suggest that if either Franco or Mola was appalled it was because of the controversy and the damaging publicity which it generated. What was different about Guernica was the thoroughness of the destruction and the presence of Father Onaindía and the four war correspondents. When rebel forces reached the burned-out remnants of Guernica on 29 April, the Carlist Jaime del Burgo asked a lieutenant colonel of Mola’s staff, ‘Was it necessary to do this?’ The officer barked furiously, ‘This is what must be done with all of Vizcaya and with all of Catalonia.’ 56 When Salamanca began the cover-up, the pilots of the Condor Legion were ordered to deny the attack on Guernica, but they boasted of it to foreign correspondents.57 Franco himself, having once denied the events, stuck to his guns. Once the international furore began, he was not prepared to admit either that he had knowingly or unknowingly given a free hand to the Germans to carry out such an atrocity. 

On 7 May General Sperrle, using his pseudonym Sander, telegraphed Franco to ask if his own enquiries had produced results which might allow the German government to accept British proposals for an international investigation into the events of Guernica. The Condor Legion had already sent in a team to remove bomb fins, unexploded bombs and other signs of the bombardment. Sperrle was effectively asking Franco to back him up vis-à-vis an embarrassed Joaquim von Ribbentrop, the German Ambassador in London (and Hitler’s future Foreign Minister). The Generalísimo replied immediately with a telegram which stressed the existence of a small-arms factory in Guernica and stated that ‘Units of our front line requested the air force to bomb the crossroads, a request fulfilled by German and Italian aircraft, and because of poor visibility caused by smoke and clouds of dust, bombs hit the town. Therefore it is not possible to permit an investigation. The reds took advantage of the bombing to set fire to the town. An investigation constitutes a propaganda manoeuvre to undermine Nationalist Spain and friendly nations.’ 58 What was most striking, apart from the admission that the raid was requested by the Spaniards, was the lack of any suggestion that the German local command took independent initiatives or of any reproach for the scale of the bombing. 

The fact that Franco did not use this opportunity to hasten the recall of Sperrle to Germany implied that he was perfectly content with the behaviour of the commander of the Condor Legion. His telegram suggests an anxiety to exonerate the Condor Legion of any suggestion of insubordination, lest the international repercussions induce Hitler to withdraw his forces from Spain. The fact that Franco effectively told Sperrle to lie to his superiors about the bombing and its consequences suggests that the attack was planned with the approval of Salamanca and without the knowledge of Berlin. That Franco and Sperrle should take part in this conspiracy of silence suggests at the very least a high degree of complicity between them.59

Many of the inconsistent points of Franco’s telegram were to be repeated for many years by his propagandists and in his own speeches.60 Coming from the Generalísimo, they point only to mendaciousness or, at best, culpable ignorance. It is not credible that the rebels would want to destroy an arms factory that they were on the point of capturing. Equally, a claim that the target was the crossroads or the Rentería Bridge over the River Mundaca is contradicted by the weight of bombs dropped and the fact that a high proportion were incendiaries, ineffective on stone but appropriate for terrorising the residential sector of the town, which was largely of wooden construction. It is hardly surprising that there was smoke if incendiaries were dropped on a town built predominantly of wood.61 The Basque army was indeed retreating along the roads towards Guernica, but it had not yet reached the town. Franco appears not to have asked himself why the Basque Republicans would dynamite the town and do precisely what Richthofen hoped to do – cut off the retreat by placing a massive human catastrophe in their path.62 If the aim of the alleged saboteurs was to deny the town’s advantages to the rebels, then neither at the time nor later did Franco seem to reflect on the curious fact that the small-arms factory and the crucial bridge remained intact when Mola’s forces arrived three days later on 29 April. These were remarkable omissions by dynamiters carrying out a scorched-earth policy. Franco was visited a couple of days later by the Marqués del Moral, Frederick Ramón Bertodano y Wilson, an Anglo-Spanish enthusiast of his cause. Moral, who believed the story about Basque dynamiters, was distressed by the damage being done to the rebels by reports about the bombing. He went to Salamanca to beg Franco to consent to an inquiry to allow the ‘truth’ to come out. Naturally, the Generalísimo refused and promised only to renew previous statements in other forms.63 

The controversy made Guernica a central symbol of the war. That it was destroyed by explosive and incendiary bombs dropped from aircraft of the Condor Legion piloted by Germans is no longer open to any dispute. Moreover, there can be no longer be any doubt that the atrocity was carried out at the behest of rebel commanders, and not on the initiative of the Germans.64 Even if the bombing was not undertaken at the specific request of, but merely tolerated by, the rebel high command in order to destroy Basque morale and undermine the defence of Bilbao, it would make little difference to Franco’s overall responsibility. The Condor Legion was in Spain at his request and Sperrle was directly subordinate to him. 

The only issue still debatable is the level of Franco’s detailed liaison with Sperrle. The bombing of Guernica was not unique but formed part of the consistent policy of air/ground co-operation elaborated since late March by Vigón and Richthofen. Its broad purpose throughout the campaign, and in the specific case of the devastation of Guernica, was to shatter Basque morale. That longer-term purpose was confirmed two days later when Mola publicly linked the fate of Guernica with that of Bilbao. It was reported that he had declared that ‘we shall raze Bilbao to the ground and its bare desolate site will remove the British desire to support Basque Bolsheviks against our will’. A shiver of fear ran through Bilbao.65 

Not all rebel officers attempted to deny the bombing of Guernica. Virginia Cowles, an American reporter, travelled extensively through rebel Spain in the company of Captain Gonzalo de Aguilera, an eccentric aristocrat who blamed the outbreak of the war on sewers. On meeting German soldiers in the north, he remarked to her: ‘Nice chaps, the Germans, but a bit too serious; they never seem to have any women around, but I suppose they didn’t come for that. If they kill enough Reds, we can forgive them anything.’ She visited the remains of Guernica in the company of another rebel press officer, Ignacio Rosalles. She wrote later: 


We arrived in Guernica to find it a lonely chaos of timber and brick, like an ancient civilisation in process of being excavated. There were only three or four people in the streets. An old man was clearing away debris. Accompanied by Rosalles, my official escort, I went up to him and asked if he had been in the town during the destruction. He nodded his head and, when I asked what had happened, waved his arms in the air and declared that the sky had been black with planes – ‘Aviones,’ he said: ‘Italianos y alemanes.’ Rosalles was astonished. ‘Guernica was burned,’ he contradicted heatedly. The old man, however, stuck to his point, insisting that after a four-hour bombardment there was little left to burn. Rosalles moved me away. ‘He’s a red,’ he explained indignantly. A couple of days later, we were talking to some staff officers. Rosalles described our drive along the coast and told them of the incident at Guernica. ‘The town was full of reds,’ he said. ‘They tried to tell us it was bombed, not burnt.’ The tall staff officer replied: ‘But of course it was bombed. We bombed it and bombed it and bombed it, and bueno, why not?’ Rosalles looked astonished, and when we were back in the car again he said, ‘I don’t think I would write about that if I were you.’ 66



Such attempts at intimidation, if not particularly effective, were nevertheless not uncommon. Luis Bolín, in particular, having already threatened the French cameraman René Brut with execution for filming the Badajoz massacre, was used to the press submitting to his wishes. Ultimately, though, the myth of the Basque dynamiters was counter-productive. Had the rebel authorities taken the same line as the nonchalant staff officer, the bombing could have been dismissed as a regrettable consequence of war. As it was, the controversy made it a central symbol of the war, immortalised in Picasso’s painting. It is the fact that Guernica was destroyed by the German Condor Legion that gives the event its military significance, for the town was the first in the world’s history to have been entirely destroyed by aerial bombing. The only remaining doubt in relation to the atrocity is whether it was originally suggested by the rebel high command or was the idea of the local German commanders. On the one hand, such an atrocity fitted in with the ideas of Emilio Mola while, on the other, it was also consistent with the tactical ideas of von Richthofen.

The devastation of Guernica certainly shattered Basque morale. The meetings between General Mola and Lieutenant Colonel von Richthofen on the evening of 25 April and the morning of 26 April suggest that this was precisely why it had been bombed. If that was not the case, then the most plausible tactical objective would have been to knock out the Renteria Bridge over the River Mundaca across which Basque troops could retreat. However, light incendiary bombs were an odd choice of projectile for use against a stone bridge. Besides, Richthofen, an austerely efficient man, had access to the new Stuka dive-bomber, by far the most suitable aircraft in existence for small-scale precision bombing. Yet he chose not to use it. Even so, eye-witnesses have testified to the fact that the conventional bombers which he did use were low enough to have been able to drop bombs with some accuracy. However, they flew too wide apart for them to have been concentrating on a given target. In fact, it seems that under the Renteria Bridge was by far the safest place to be in Guernica during the bombing. 

There can be little doubt that the bombing of Guernica was about the terrorisation of Bilbao and about the disruption of the retreat of Basque forces towards the city. The key to the defence of Bilbao, the ‘iron-ring’ of fortifications, had been betrayed by a Basque officer, Major Alejandro Goicoechea, who had deserted with the blueprints in March. By late May, Mola’s troops had Bilbao surrounded. The orders of Indalecio Prieto, Minister of Defence, to destroy all industrial installations were ignored by the Basque President, José Antonio Aguirre. Constant air attacks by the rebels enabled them to break through the defensive lines on 12 June. A week later Bilbao fell. 

In early 1938, the American journalist Martha Gellhorn wrote to her friend and mentor Eleanor Roosevelt: ‘You must read a book by a man named Steer: it is called The Tree of Gernika. It is about the fight of the Basques – he’s the London Times man – and no better book has come out of the war and he says well all the things I have tried to say to you the times I saw you, after Spain. It is beautifully written and true, and few books are like that, and fewer still that deal with war. Please get it.’ 67 Martha Gellhorn’s judgement has more than stood the test of time. Steer’s account of the bombing of Guernica perhaps had more political impact than any single article written by any correspondent during the Spanish Civil War. Philip Noel-Baker wrote to Steer about his reporting, 


Your telegrams from Bilbao have been of incalculable value to me, and your messages to The Times have been simply brilliant. I think no article in modern times has made so deep an impression throughout the whole country as your dispatch about the bombing of Guernica. I wish you could have heard the comments made by your Member of Parliament, Arthur Salter. I have quoted the dispatch at length in at least ten big meetings throughout the country, and it everywhere makes a tremendous impression.68 



To a world which has witnessed the slaughter unleashed by Hitler and Stalin, to say nothing of the Korean, Vietnam and Iraq wars, the Spanish Civil War might well seem small beer. After Dresden and Hiroshima, the destruction of Guernica could appear to be no more than a second-rate piece of thuggery. Yet, for all that, the bombing of the sleepy Basque market town on 26 April 1937 has probably provoked more savage polemic than any single act of war since, and much of that polemic has revolved around Steer’s article. This is partly because what happened at Guernica was perceived as the first time that aerial bombardment wiped out an undefended civilian target in Europe. In fact, the bombing of innocent civilians was a well-established practice in the colonies of the Western powers and had most recently and most thoroughly been carried out by the Italians in Abyssinia. Even in Spain, the bombing of Guernica had been preceded by the destruction of nearby Durango by German bombers at the end of March 1937. As the special envoy of The Times with the Republican forces in Bilbao, George Steer, despite having witnessed the horrors of bombing in Abyssinia, described what was done at Durango as ‘the most terrible bombardment of a civil population in the history of the world up to March 31st 1937’. However, with the aid of Picasso’s searing painting, it is Guernica that is now remembered as the place where this new and horrific modern warfare came of age.69

After Guernica, Steer stayed in what was left of Euskadi through the next six weeks of relentless bombing, going to where the fighting was thickest and reporting almost daily on the dogged defence against the Francoist advance on Bilbao despite the lack of air cover. During these last desperate days in Bilbao, he assisted the British Labour MP Leah Manning, who was helping the Basque government organise the evacuation of four thousand children to Britain. She later described Steer and another British journalist, Philip Jordan, as ‘towers of strength and encouragement’.70 The Dean of Canterbury, Hewlett Johnson, wrote to The Times to commend Steer, whom he described as ‘your own heroic and extremely able correspondent, whom I had the privilege of meeting in Bilbao as the only British journalist at that time in that city’.71 Philip Noel-Baker wrote to Steer that his report on Guernica had helped change British government policy, by which he almost certainly referred to the decision to permit the evacuation of the four thousand Basque children to Britain.72

When the Basque government left Bilbao on 18 June, Steer went to the deserted rooms of the President and took his pen and his last notepad on which to start writing The Tree of Gernika. He then finished the last bottle of champagne on the premises. At dawn on the following day, he walked west until he could find a driver ready to take him along the clogged road towards Santander.73 It was there that Steer wrote his final, long article for The Times, an elegiac account of Bilbao’s heroic last stand.74 At the end of June, having lost virtually everything he owned in the retreat from Bilbao, Steer managed to find his way to Paris where he began to write in Aguirre’s notebook. He could not, however, just cut himself off from his beloved Basques. Having interrupted his writing to seek more material, on 18 August he made the dangerous flight across the Bay of Biscay to Santander where the retreating Basque army was cornered, facing superior Italian forces. He stayed with them for a few days, flying back before their ignominious end.75

During the Second World War, Steer worked for the Daily Telegraph. He covered the Russian invasion of Finland, once more drawn to describe the heroic resistance of a small nation faced by a totalitarian invader. He remained in contact with the exiled Basque leadership in France and tried to get them to England before they fell into German hands. He served in the British forces in North Africa, Madagascar and Burma, and was killed, not in action but in a road accident, on Christmas Day 1944. It was a tragic irony that a man who had taken so many risks in such great causes should die in so banal a manner. The obituary in The Times commented on his books: ‘Combining the research of the scholar with the experience of the fighter and the faith of the idealist, he was as frank and accurate in his writings as he was vivid.’ 76

The words of Steer summing up the Basque part in the Spanish Civil War capture the tragedy and dignity of an entire people: 


After all, the Basques were a small people, and they didn’t have many guns or planes, and they did not receive any foreign aid, and they were terribly simple and guileless and unversed in warfare; but they had, throughout this painful civil war, held high the lantern of humanity and civilisation. They had not killed, or tortured, or in any way amused themselves at the expense of their prisoners. In the most cruel circumstances, they had maintained liberty of self-expression and faith. They had scrupulously and zealously observed all the laws, written and unwritten, which enjoin on man a certain respect for his neighbour. They had made no hostages; they had responded to the inhuman methods of those who hated them by protest, nothing more. They had, as far as anyone can in war, told the truth and kept all their promises.77 



Next to his body was found his most precious possession, a gold watch given him by José Antonio de Aguirre, inscribed ‘To Steer from the Basque Republic’. 

The ignominy of the bombing of Guernica did not end with the bizarre accusation that the Basques had destroyed the town themselves. At a plenary session held on 13 February 1945, the Francoist Ayuntamiento of Guernica decided in a unanimous vote to name Franco ‘hijo adoptivo’ (adopted son) ‘as a deeply felt tribute of affection, gratitude and loyalty to his person and everything that he represents’.78 The promoters of the initiative were members of the Ayuntamiento led by the Alcalde, Vicente Rojo de Cubillo, a right-winger who had been implicated in the failed military coup of August 1932 led by General José Sanjurjo. Two decades later, in 1966 in commemoration of the 600th anniversary of the foundation of the town, another municipal corporation granted Franco the Medalla de Oro y Brillantes de Guernica (Diamond-Studded Gold Medal of Guernica). Considerable polemic occurred when it was suggested that he be invited to the town to receive the medal. In the event, the entire Ayuntamiento went to Franco’s El Pardo palace to give him the medal. The Mayor at the time was Augusto Unceta, who was to be murdered in 1977 by the revolutionary Basque separatist organisation ETA (Euskadi ta Askatasuna – Basque Homeland and Liberty).79

 On 18 September 1970, Joséba Elosegi, a Basque Nationalist, set fire to himself while Franco presided over the world jai-alai (pelota) championships in San Sebastián. Elosegi had been in command of the only Basque military unit present in Guernica on 26 April 1937 when it was destroyed. By hurling himself in flames in front of the dictator, Elosegui hoped to make him understand what the Basque people had suffered in their flesh during the rebel campaign against Euskadi.80 It was to no avail. Franco remained coldly impassive as the badly burned Elosegi was taken away. For the dictator, despite his title of ‘adopted son’ and his acceptance of the Medalla de Oro y Brillantes de Guernica, his disregard for the fate of the Basques was as harsh in 1970 as it had been in 1937.
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