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Remembering Leah Manning

by Natalia Benjamin

In April 1937, conditions in the Basque country
were dire, with bombs dropping almost daily;
food was scarce and children were starving. In
spite of the fact that France had accepted many
refugee children, the Foreign Office refused to
do so. Nevertheless, the Duchess of Atholl,
President of the National Joint Committee for
Spanish Relief, asked Leah Manning,of Spanish
Medical Aid, to go to Bilbao to organise an
evacuation of children to Britain from the war
zone. She arrived on 24 April. Two days later,
Guernica was bombed and the town almost
totally destroyed. It was thought that Bilbao
and other large towns would suffer the same

Leah Manning with some of the nifios.

fate, and under pressure of public opinion, the
Basque government appealed to foreign
nations to give temporary asylum to the
children.

Leah Manning started a frenetic campaign
aimed at the British government to allow
Basque children to come to Britain. She
bombarded influential people with telegrams:
Walter Citrine of the TUC, the Basque
Ambassador, Atlee, Lloyd George, the
Archbishops of Canterbury and York. Her
actions made her very unpopular, especially
with the British government in London, but on
15 May, her interference paid off and it
reluctantly agreed to provide temporary
residence in Britain for 2,000 children. The

Basque people had to be
persuaded that evacuation was
the safest precaution, so to
reassure the families, Leah
Manning broadcast almost every
evening on the Basque radio
and published a daily “Letter to
Mothers” in the local paper.

The children were due to leave
on 20 May. Only two days
previously, Leah Manning had
managed to convince the British
government to accept twice the
number of children. In her
autobiography “A Life For
Education”, she graphically
describes the departure: “The
quay was a black mass of

parents, defying bombs, as the children, some
happy and excited, some in tears, were taken

aboard in orderly companies. Head to tail, the
sefioritas laid out our precious cargo —on the

bulkheads, in the swimming pool, in the state
rooms and along the alleyways.” (p.131)

On their arrival at Southampton, Leah
Manning sent a wireless message for a priest
from Southampton to come and celebrate
Mass. She wrote: “For the moment, my work
ended on that bright May morning. | had
endured the siege, and disappointment after
disappointment, but | had never wavered from
my original intention. | had brought away 4,000
Basque children, in family groups and with their
escorts, to a place of safety.” (p.131)

But her work with the children didn’t finish
there. She was at the camp at North Stoneham
when the news came that Bilbao had fallen,
and she spent most of the night comforting and
cuddling troubled children. The following letter
was sent to her later by some of these children:
“We have been given shelter by a second
mother, this second mother we do not know
how to thank for her attentions and kindnesses
shown to us; this all the more so since we are
here only temporarily so that when we are
installed permanently, we just cannot imagine
how wonderful it will be. For all this and to our
second mother and to the committee we give
our most grateful thanks.” (p.134)

Had it not been for Leah Manning’s rather
unorthodox way of campaigning, it is unlikely
that the government would have changed its
mind. Leah Manning was instrumental in
obtaining permission for and organising the
evacuation of 4,000 Basque children to Great
Britain and it is thanks to her tireless energy
and insistence that they were able to escape
the hardships and deprivation of life in Bilbao
and find a safe haven in Britain.
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