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When the Basque children
came to Woodberry

by Leonard Palmer

| was born in Hackney, East London in August
1922. My father was a relatively well paid
craftsman, a strong and active trade unionist
and supporter of the Labour Party.

My interest in politics started around 1934-
35 when | was 12 years old and Italy had
invaded Abyssinia. | was appalled at the use
of poison gas by the Italians against the
Abyssinians and also at the ineffectiveness of
the League of Nations. When | was 14, |
joined the Edmonton Labour Party League of
Youth. The cause of the Spanish Republic
became an increasingly important topic
within discussions of the League and |
became actively associated with all aspects
of the Spanish Republic’s battle for freedom.
The Spanish Civil War completed my
politicization and sent me to the left of British
and international politics.

| avidly read every bit of information in the
newspapers about the war in Spain. If |
remember rightly, except for the Daily Herald
(partly owned by the TUC) and the News
Chronicle, a paper with Liberal tendencies,
most papers supported Franco. They
presented the war in Spain as a battle
against “communism”, even though there
were no communists in the democratically
elected Republican government in February
1936.

In 1937, 4,000 refugee children from the
Basque region of Spain arrived in Britain and
a small number were eventually
accommodated in a large detached house
called Woodberry at Theydon Bois on the
edge of Epping Forest, about 12 miles north
from the centre of London and about 7 miles

Woodberry -
Leah Manning
House - at
Theydon Bois.

from Edmonton where | lived at the time.

The Edmonton Labour League of Youth
helped to raise money for Medical Aid for
Spain. For 1 penny, | used to sell small pieces
of ribbon, about 1” long and ¥4” wide in the
colours of the Spanish flag, and on Sunday
morning | collected the regular donation of 6
pence from five families.

| vividly remember a concert at Edmonton
Town Hall in aid of the Republic in which a
group of young Basques performed national
dances. These were in some respects similar
to English morris dances with the performers
using batons. At the conclusion of their
performance, the dancers went down on one
knee with their batons intertwined above
their heads, and one of them removed his
traditional Spanish beret and tossed it into
the audience. It was a very emotional ending
to a very moving experience.

The arrival of the Basque children refugees
at Woodberry added a new dimension to
Sundays. | would usually arrive with my
friend about 2.30pm and leave about 5pm.
The children were always pleased to see us
for, although | was only 15)2 years of age and
pocket money was not very plentiful, we
always took chocolates and cigarettes with
us. To youngsters living in a foreign country
with hardly any luxury in their life, our small
contribution was always very much
appreciated.

| remember a young Basque girl called
Teresa Gonzalez: she was about fourteen
years of age with very dark hair, flashing eyes
and a very attractive personality. Her piéce de
résistance was to stand on a table and give a
demonstration of flamenco dancing, imitating
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the use of castanets, which she did not
possess.

A good looking young man that | can vividly
recall was Ramén de la Cal, a real charmer with
the girls. Ramén, along with another Basque
refugee, Martin Oviedo spent a weekend at my
home in Edmonton. We travelled by bus to my
home, arriving late Friday evening. Martin told
me his father owned a factory, called Astra,
which manufactured small arms such as
pistols. He had been in Guernica at the time of
the aerial bombardment by the Germans, but
his father had driven him and his family out of
the town to safety.

One of the children for whom | had strong,
fond and poignant memories was Pili Cortés.
Pili was 14 years old and | would have been
coming up to 16. She was a girl whose
company | found very attractive and was
probably my first “love”. On my visits to

Woodberry, | would spend time talking to her. It
was purely a platonic relationship, there was no
kissing, cuddling or holding hands. Then
calamity struck, Pili was going to leave
Woodberry and join a family living near Acton,
in west London. The father of this family was an
engine driver, active in ASLEF and a member of
the Communist Party. One afternoon | cycled
from Edmonton to Acton to see Pili, right
through the busy heart of London. The family
were very friendly and | told them of my
involvement in trying to help the Spanish
Republic. I was invited for tea and left in the
dark at around 7pm to cycle home. | never saw
Pili again and | heard through the grapevine
that she had died in France from starvation. |
still find my thoughts about Pili very upsetting,
even at the age of 85%2 years, and Pili was only
one of many thousands who suffered at the
hands of the Fascists at the end of the civil war.
Another Basque | can vividly remember was

Jesus Alcon. He was a thickset young man with
rugged features and | have vague recollection
that he had slightly wavy hair. Jests had a
genial personality and he was one of the
children with whom we would always have a
conversation. He had a perpetual smile on his
face despite the situation he was in, and he
was as solid as a rock. | have learned that Jesus
remained in England, his first wife died and he
remarried.

| can also recall another Basque, Luis Sanz.
Tall and slim, he was a very intelligent young
man who went to university in England. He was
another person with whom we would always
have a conversation during our visits to
Woodberry. | think he became a maths teacher.
Sadly, | discovered that both of these had died.

| have often thought about how different the
world might have been if the forces of
democracy had been willing and powerful
enough to defeat Fascism in Spain in the 1930s
and how many millions of lives would have
been spared in the subsequent conflict in
Europe.
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