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Radio waves

The Basque Children of ’37. Written and
produced by Simon Evans, narrated by
Michael Portillo. Broadcast on Radio 4 at
8pm on 7 November 2005. Reviewed by
Martin Murphy:

This programme tells a story which is familiar
to all the members of our Association but is
still largely unknown to the public at large.
Simon Evans, the producer, has served
history well by recording for posterity the
voices of some of those survivors who as
children seventy years ago lived through the
experience of siege, evacuation and exile.
The voices include those of Koke Martinez,
Bene Gonzalez, Flori Diaz, Mercedes Porras,
Mari Sanz, Herminio Martinez and Miguel
San Sebastian, all of whom recall the past
with dignity, restraint and even humour.
Within the time limits allowed him, Simon

Evans has produced a fair and moving record.

The narrator, Michael Portillo, begins by
describing the scene in the Oxfordshire
village of Aston in July 2003 when a group of

veterans were reunited at their former colony
for the unveiling of a plaque on the house
where his mother worked as a volunteer. But
he goes on to set this little colony in the
much wider political context of its time,
against a background of shifting government
policy and volatile public opinion. Itis a
surprise to learn that opposition to the
evacuation of the children from Bilbao was
not confined to bureaucrats and British
supporters of Franco: a representative of the
Save the Children Fund, Mr Golden, declared
that he would rather see the children “die in
their own land than rot slowly in England,
where they would deteriorate physically,
mentally and morally”. Mr Golden
underestimated the resilience of children in
general, and these children in particular.
The witnesses we hear include not just the
evacuees but also some of those who
remained behind in Bilbao and some who
returned there in 1939 to endure the grim
aftermath of the war. In Britain the children
became pawns in a propaganda battle.
Franco was emerging as the victor, and the
Conservative government was anxious to
ensure that he remained neutral in the
coming conflict with the Axis powers. The
continuing presence of the refugee children
in Britain was an embarrassment to these
appeasers. As early as August 1937 a
Spanish Children’s Repatriation Committee
was formed in opposition to the National
Joint Committee for Spanish Relief, and one
of its leading members, Arnold Wilson, the
Conservative MP for Hitchin, argued in a
letter to The Times that there was no need
for the children to remain in Britain now that
the situation in Bilbao was “completly
normal”. Some of the interviewees in this
programme tell how they returned at the
supposed request of their parents, only to
find that no such request had been made.
The campaign in Britain for the children’s
return was backed by some sections of the
Catholic press here, perhaps as a result of
pressure from the Vatican. which recognised
the Franco régime in August 1937. But as
Wilfrid Roberts acknowledged, this attitude
was not universally shared by the Catholic
community in this country. The fact that 400
children were able to remain in Britain was
due to the persistent and courageous
advocacy of Roberts and his colleagues.
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