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Abstract  

Spanish Civil War was one of the major conflicts in the 20th century as its consequences were 

devastating at several levels. Correspondingly, these consequences went beyond death and 

political conflict as the civil population was the most affected by the war. Therefore, many 

families were separated, and there are many soldiers whose bodies are still not found today. 

Having this in mind, it is central to consider children’s involvement in the war and how these 

children were the ones who were left behind in this central conflict. This is the case of the  

Bilbao children, who were sent alone to the British Isles in order to find a home there for some 

months. However, the process was different to what was expected by the population in both 

countries. 

This specific case has been analysed by many scholars that approach the process from different 

perspectives. However, many of them account for a non-interventionist approach to the 

conflict from the British government as a result of the appeasement process adopted in Britain 

after World War I. This led to refugee programmes being conducted thanks to fundraising and 

donations as the financial contribution from the British government was not expected due to its 

neutral position regarding the Spanish Civil War. Thus, the non-intervention policy had a 

direct effect on the Basque refugees as the intervention and contribution from the government 

were key in order to welcome the Basque Children. 

Through the analysis of the entire process, this project focuses on the political as well as the 

economic initiatives made by the government and the political parties concerning the Spanish 

refugee cause.           Accordingly, through the analysis of the entire procedure as well as the politics in 

Britain after World War I, this dissertation provides an insight into the different political 

reasons and influences that conditioned the development of the Basque Children’s refugee 

programme.  

This project aims to argue that the non-interventionist position of the British government  in the 

Basque Children’s cause was directly related to a political policy and thus, that the political 

influences in Europe were key to the government’s approach to the cause. Accordingly, this 

dissertation attempts to argue the different reasons why the government did not contribute 

economically to the cause as well as to focus on the strategy that was undertaken by the 

government to approach the Basque Children’s cause. Thus, this dissertation examines the 

entire process, focusing on the economic income and the political intervention that 

enabled the process to develop, as well as accentuating the                 fundraising promoted by some 

political influences. 

Keywords: Spanish Civil War, appeasement, refugee, exile, government 
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0.Introduction 

 

The Spanish Civil War left a country politically divided, with a huge economic crisis 

and with important demographic changes. Nonetheless, the people who, in order to 

escape the horror of war, left Spain and moved to other countries are often 

unremembered. Therefore, it is relevant to take into consideration the amount of people 

that left Spain seeking for a better future and a better life. Accordingly, the ones who 

suffered the consequences of the war most, the children and teenagers that were 

growing up during the 1930s, became, in most cases, refugees. This is the case of a 

particular group of children that left the Basque country in May 1937 and arrived at 

Southampton, a place that would welcome them for three months. Nonetheless, their 

stay in Britain was prolonged.  

 The arrival of the Basque children generated controversy all over Britain since 

their arrival had both supporters and opponents. Nonetheless, the evacuation, as well as 

the stay, became an important event not only for the British society but for the British 

government and political parties. As Peter Anderson highlights, “The evacuation marks 

one of the great chapters in twentieth century refugee history”(Anderson 297). 

Correspondingly, the arrival and the development of the refugee process has become an 

important part of British history, since it was an event in which many volunteers 

contributed to facilitate the children’s stay. Therefore, the Basque children’s programme 

changed and influenced British society’s opinions towards the Spanish Civil War and 

more specifically, towards the Basque refugees.  

 The British government’s involvement in international conflicts during the 

1930s was directly conditioned by appeasement and neutrality. Therefore, the 

intervention in many of the international movements and conflicts going on during the 
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1930s was restricted to neutrality. Accordingly, the Spanish Civil War was one of the 

main conflicts in which British non-intervention became relevant. Subsequently, the 

Non-Intervention Agreement conditioned the potential involvement of the British 

government in the Spanish Civil War. Thus, the position of neutrality was one of the 

aspects that shaped the Basque Children’s process.  

 It has been argued that the British government did not contribute economically 

to the arrival and stay of the Basque Children in Britain. Subsequently, the different 

political parties’ involvement was conditioned by different political reasons and 

positions. Accordingly, this thesis aims to analyse the British government’s economic 

involvement in the Basque Children’s process. Subsequently, the British political 

parties’ will also be examined in order to provide an insight into the politico-economic 

involvement in the Basque Children’s cause. To that end, different sources from the 

1930s that concern both the British government, and the British political parties will be 

examined and considered in order to determine the economic involvement of the 

government, as well as of the political parties. 

 The Basque Children’s process has been analysed abording different 

perspectives and domains. However, the historic event has been considered from a 

social and psychological point of view. Concerning the politics that conditioned the 

refugee programme, many scholars such as Tom Buchanan, have examined the political 

atmosphere that shaped and conditioned the development of the refugee programme. 

Nonetheless, the economic perspective has been researched in general terms concerning 

British society.  

 In order to examine the economic involvement of both the British government 

and the British political parties, this thesis covers three distinct sections. 

Correspondingly, the first section provides a specific political context that focuses on 
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the British government during the 1930s, as well as on the Spanish Civil War. The 

second section examines both the British government’s position concerning the refugee 

proposal and the economic involvement of the British government in the Basque 

Children’s refugee programme. The third section focuses on the British political parties 

and on their economic contribution to the Basque Children’s process.   

1.Political context  

1.1Britain after World War I  

World War I (1914-1918) was a major conflict fought between two major world blocks, 

the Triple Alliance, and the Triple Entente. The development of the war led the Triple 

Entente to victory. Consequently, the winning countries decided the conditions to be 

applied in order to punish mainly Germany, seen as the country which had caused the 

war. This major conflict left many countries divided and devastated. Correspondingly, 

Britain was one of the countries which was directly affected by the war, not only 

because they were one of the victors but also because the socio-economic effects on 

British society were devastating.  

“The British had won the war, but it did not feel like a victory”(Grant et al. 331). 

This quote mentioned in History of Britain & Ireland encapsulates what World War I 

meant for Britain. Although there was a war victory, the consequences went beyond a 

world victory. Therefore, British society was directly affected by the consequences of 

the war as every citizen was directly influenced by what had happened in the world 

conflict. There was an awareness of the effort made by British society in order to win 

the war and this effort implied complications in different parts of the society, such as 

the economy or the industry.  
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After World War I, Britain saw a period of economic depression and of general 

unemployment. The fact that in the early 20s, Britain had financial problems that 

derived from the Great War, implied a rise in poverty as well as in unemployment. In 

her article about unemployment between the wars, Meredith M. Parker mentions the 

following: “During the brief recession at the end of the war, the unemployment rate 

climbed to 23.4% in May of 1921. From there, it never fully recovered, remaining over 

10% in almost every month of the 1920s”(Paker 1). Correspondingly, this rate 

illustrates the detrimental situation that Britain was undergoing. Society was profoundly 

conditioned by the economic consequences of the war and therefore, the decrease in 

exports, production and working hours directly conditioned unemployment in the 

country.  

The severe consequences that Britain was undergoing had a direct effect on 

politics and on social movements. Therefore, from 1916 until 1945, Britain had had a 

total of 10 different Prime Ministers. The different Prime Ministers belonged to 

different political parties, and they all tried to push the country towards a better 

situation, not only political but also socially and economically. Nonetheless, society was 

not comfortable with the situation since there was high unemployment, more poverty, 

and a huge decrease in industrial production. This led society to protest massively in 

order to promote changes in a society that was devastated. An example of social 

demands is the Jarrow March. This protest asked for changes, industrial impulse, and 

regeneration in the North. The protest was organised as a walking march which started 

in Jarrow and ended in London. Many workers from Northern industry participated in 

this protest in 1936. According to William Frame, “In the longer term the Jarrow March 

became symbolic of the effects of large-scale unemployment in the 1930s, and was 

central to the development of regional policy in post-war Britain”(Frame 207-208). This 
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protest was a central symbol of the status of British society and how unemployment and 

the different policies being applied in the country were having negative effects for most 

people.  

World War I’s consequences went beyond economic crisis and political 

instability, since people had to assimilate the general trauma that existed in society, 

caused by death and physical disabilities. B. Urlanis in his book Wars and Population 

points out the statistics of World War I and Britain lost a total of 715000 men (Urlanis 

209). This statistic illustrates the gravity of the situation in the country. Accordingly, the 

country had to face difficulties at several levels and thus, Britain had to overcome a 

severe situation that left British society completely devastated.  

1.1.2 Appeasement  

After the Great War, Britain was facing severe devastation at a socio-economic level. 

This instability had a direct effect on British politics since the British population 

questioned the policies applied by the government. At a European level, many countries 

saw the rise of fascism and extreme-right regimes and proposed different reactions to 

the problem. Therefore, countries such as Britain, the Soviet Union or France reacted 

differently towards the rise of fascist regimes in Europe. Britain thus, opted for 

appeasement and distance. 

Appeasement is understood as “the act of giving the opposing side in an 

argument or war an advantage that they have demanded”(‘Appeasement’). Thus, it 

consists of a concession to the opposing side that can develop in different outcomes. 

Accordingly, each country that promotes an appeasement policy pretends to avoid any 

type of conflict. Britain adopted appeasement in the 1930s in order to prevent Germany 

from creating a bigger conflict and thus, Britain wanted, by applying this international 

policy, to create a positive reaction from Germany towards Britain.  
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Neville Chamberlain was Britain’s Prime Minister when appeasement was 

introduced. Therefore, Chamberlain had a specific strategy concerning Germany and 

Britain’s international policy during the 1930s. Peter Trubowitz and Peter Harris in their 

article about appeasement state the following: “Chamberlain viewed Hitler’s ambitions 

and diplomacy with wariness and misgivings. He could not afford the political risk of 

ignoring the danger. At the same time, domestic politics created strong pressure to find 

an inexpensive way to reduce the nation’s strategic exposure (Trubowitz and Harris 18). 

Thus, Chamberlain had different influences that conditioned his decision of leading the 

country through an appeasement policy. Politics in Britain were unstable due to 

industrial, labour, and social issues. This fact contributed to a path for peace in Europe 

as intervening or opposing the rising powers could imply another problem not only at a 

national level but also at an international one.  

The decisions that Germany was taken did condition the development and the 

progress of British government’s international policies. During the 1930s, Germany 

started to expand through the annexation of different territories such as Austria in 1938. 

Thus, this progressive expansion threatened the geopolitical stability in Europe and 

therefore, countries such as France, Britain or the Soviet Union saw Hitler’s expansion a 

direct threat. In order to pacify the situation and to protect the empire, Neville 

Chamberlain and its government considered different possible solutions to tackle the 

German threat. One of the options was to succeed in an alliance with the Soviet Union. 

Nonetheless, a great part of British society was not comfortable with the idea of creating 

an alliance with the Soviet Union. Meanwhile, Germany kept expanding and trying to 

gain more parts of Europe. Adolf Hitler wanted to unify German-speaking territories 

and thus, he had the goal of conquering the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia in 1938. 

Britain saw this attempt to conquer the Sudetenland as a threat to European stability and 
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this led Neville Chamberlain to ask for a conference in Munich with Adolf Hitler, 

Benito Mussolini and Édouard Daladier1. This conference determined that Germany 

could access the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia. However, the Czech’s representatives 

were not present in this agreement and were informed of the treaty afterwards.  

The Munich Agreement in 1938 was seen by Neville Chamberlain as a key 

decision in order to maintain Europe’s peace. When he came back from the conference, 

he stated the following: “The settlement of the Czechoslovakian problem which has 

now been achieved is in my view only the prelude to a larger settlement in which all 

Europe may find peace” (Chamberlain 00:02:14 - 00:02:34). This quote by the Prime 

Minister illustrates how Neville Chamberlain saw this agreement. He presents the 

outcome of the Munich agreement as a key element in order to maintain peace and 

stability. Peter Trubowitz and Peter Harris present the following notion: “For 

Chamberlain, appeasement meant continued diplomatic and economic ties with 

Germany and the reasonable redress of Germany’s security concerns and territorial 

grievances”(Trubowitz and Harris 34). Accordingly, he believed that the agreement that 

established a cordial relationship between Germany and Britain. Consequently, he saw 

the international relationship as a long-term relationship. Therefore, it was thought that 

signing this pact would directly mean a reduction of territorial grievances as well as the 

threat of war. However, Germany’s expansion did not stop, and the problem became 

worse with Germany’s invasion of Poland.  

The Munich Agreement of September 1938 brought about a global satisfaction 

within British society as they saw the agreement as a prevention to a war that was to 

come. Accordingly, many citizens received Chamberlain after his summit in Germany 

in a celebratory atmosphere. However, some politicians were critical of Chamberlain’s 

 
1 Édouard Daladier (1884-1970) was France’s National Security Minister. 
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decision. An example of political criticism is Winston Churchill, Britain’s Prime 

Minister during World War II. He presented a speech in the House of Commons on the 

5th of October 1938 in which he stated the following: “I will, therefore, begin by saying 

the most unpopular and most unwelcome thing. I will begin by saying what everybody 

would like to ignore or forget but which must nevertheless be stated, namely, that we 

have sustained a total and unmitigated defeat” (…)(Churchill). This quote by Churchill 

illustrates the vision on the agreement as an absolute defeat against Germany and how 

this decision acclaimed by everyone would have certain consequences for society.  

1.2 Spanish Civil War  

Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) is understood as the conflict that opposed two major 

blocks within Spain, the Republicans, and the Nationalists. This conflict, which started 

from the military rising of Franco and his supporters, left a democratic Spain divided in 

two. Society underwent a profound social division as the two opposing sides had 

radically different interests, goals, and ideologies. Accordingly, the uprising block 

wanted to preserve the traditional values, to intercept Madrid and to put an end to the 

Republican government. On the other side, the Republicans aimed to preserve the 

Spanish Republic. This strong division in society persisted not only during the war 

years but also afterwards. Spanish Civil War left a country divided, destroyed and with 

multiple difficulties for the civilian population.  

The war emerged as a military insurrection planned by Franco and other 

sympathising military leaders. This insurrection, which had the objective of intervening 

in Madrid, developed into a complex war that divided the country into Nationalists and 

Republicans. Although the war took place in Spain and the context was attached to 

specific political differences, the war had a world repercussion that raised many 

reactions towards the conflict. Therefore, the war was conceived by many as an 
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international conflict of opposed ideologies. Stanley G. Payne mentions the following 

notion: “The war was given many names. Leftists, as well as many liberals, termed it 

varyingly “fascism versus democracy”, “the people versus the oligarchy”, (…). 

Rightists and conservatives at different times called it a struggle of “Christianity versus 

atheism”, “Western civilization against communism”, “Spain versus anti-Spain””(Payne 

1). This quote highlights the diversity of interpretations that Spanish Civil War arouse 

not only in Spain but internationally. Therefore, the Spanish Civil War became the 

emblem for different fights such as democracy, Christianity, or communism.  

The development of the Spanish Civil War was directly conditioned by arms 

supplies and by the number and organization of the military forces on each side. 

Subsequently, the development of the war towards one side or the other was related to 

international support as each side could not sustain itself autonomously. Both sides in 

the war tried to request aid and financial support from countries like Germany, Italy, 

France, or the Soviet Union.  The Nationalists, despite their prior intention of not 

requesting aid internationally, ended up meeting Italian and German representatives in 

order to ask for economic and military aid. Stanley G. Payne states the following 

notion: “This German and Italian aid, even if very limited, provided crucial support for 

the Nationalist mobilization in Morocco and Franco’s drive on Madrid, without which it 

might not have been possible”(Payne 133). Accordingly, German, and Italian supplies 

were key for the Nationalists in order to progress in the war. The Republicans, for their 

part, sympathised with France as they were under Léon Blum’s government and whose 

policies were related to a Popular Front government. Therefore, the Spanish Republic 

requested French aid and military supplies. However, Britain’s influence on France as 

well as the news coming from the Spanish Popular Front made France decide not to 

intervene in the conflict nor send economic and military aid. Consequently, the 
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Republicans had to appeal to another influential country in Europe, the Soviet Union 

who actively contributed and helped the Spanish Republicans. Thus, both sides of the 

war depended on external contributors and influences and therefore, the war and its 

development were directly conditioned by international enrolment in war.  

The Spanish Civil War, apart from being a prelude to World War II, also became 

a disaster in humanitarian terms. Bob Peck concludes the documentary on Britain and 

the Spanish Civil War by stating the fact that the war left 500,000 deaths, 20,000 

Republicans made prisoners, a huge number of Republican soldiers committing suicide 

and it also meant the killing of 200,000 men by Franco soon after the war (Gregory 

00:57:05 - 00:57:40). Accordingly, the war had devastating consequences that directly 

affected the civil population. Therefore, it meant not only the deaths of many citizens 

but also the persecution of many others2. Many Spanish citizens had to escape not only 

war but also a future regime that would persecute them. Consequently, many citizens 

found in countries like Mexico, France, or Britain their new home.  

1.2.1 Britain’s non-intervention policy  

The Spanish Civil War was a conflict that implied not only a threat at a humanitarian 

level, but also implied a threat to European peace. This element was key for many 

countries in order to determine their involvement in war. Many countries had 

considered intervention to prevent fascism from expanding as well as other countries 

wanting to intervene to prevent communism from spreading. However, most countries 

opted for a non-intervention policy and Britain was one of the promoters for non-

intervention in the Spanish Civil War. Britain’s non-intervention policy can be 

 
2 Many Spanish Republicans were persecuted by Franco’s regime because of their ideology or 

participation in war. Franco’s regime imprisoned and killed many Republicans that had 

participated in war.  
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considered in three different blocks. Therefore, their neutrality focused politics, 

economy, and international interventionism.  

The Spanish Civil War broke out in a delicate period for European countries, as 

many countries were recovering from World War I. This war that emerged as an 

internal conflict, soon arouse different reactions and interventions. Focusing on Britain, 

the British government had a clear position concerning this war. Therefore, through 

important political figures such as Anthony Eden3, the British government developed a 

specific strategy concerning the approach to the Spanish Civil War. From the first 

instances of the war, Britain insisted on their neutrality and non-intervention. Therefore, 

their objective was to avoid an international conflict that could develop into a world 

war. However, apart from the notion of stability and peace, Britain’s non-intervention 

pursued personal interests in Spain. Richard Little points out this notion:  

It was argued that if Spain became an enemy of Britain and permitted hostile forces to 

operate from Spain then it would make Britain’s position very precarious because of the 

crucial role played by Gibraltar in maintaining the imperial links that depended on 

access to the Mediterranean (…) then Britain’s communications with Americas would 

also be rendered vulnerable. Under these circumstances, the British considered that they 

had no alternative but to pursue a policy that would preserve the existing balance of 

power (Little 1124). 

Therefore, Britain’s main goal was presented as maintaining Europe’s peace. However, 

their goal was directly associated with their wealth since their involvement with the 

Spanish cause would influence their proprieties. Subsequently, it would condition 

Gibraltar and commerce. Therefore, it would imply a possible disruption of their 

imperial power. Consequently, in view of the possible instability in power, the British 

government opted for non-intervention.  

 
3 Anthony Eden (1897-1997) was a British politician that during Spanish Civil War was the 

Foreign Office secretary and during the 1950s he became Prime Minister.  
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The pursuit of non-intervention policies as well as the pursuit of complete 

neutrality was carried out by the creation of the Non-Intervention Committee4. This 

committee had the goal of avoiding an international conflict. Therefore, the committee 

had to prevent countries from getting involved in the war. British influence at time 

conditioned some countries’ decisions concerning the Spanish Civil War. An example 

of British conditioning of other countries would be France. Accordingly, Spanish 

Popular Front requested some aid from France and specifically some military aid. 

France, whose government was under Léon Blum5’s Popular Front’s government, 

initially planned to send Spanish Republic airplanes and other military supplies. 

However, the multiple pressures that his government received, made him change the 

decision of helping Spain. On a written testimony that accounts the different events 

between 1933 and 1945, Léon Blum declared that after a discussion with Yvon Delbos6 

and Édouard Daladier, they had concluded that they could help Spain by selling them 

aircraft and arm supplies. However, he also mentions in his declaration that during a 

conference soon after in London, Anthony Eden asked him to be prudent with his 

decision (Serre 216). Thus, the different international pressures as well as the 

involvement in the Non-Intervention Committee made France change the decision. The 

Non-Intervention Committee included countries such as Germany and Italy. Those 

countries actively participated in the war by sending soldiers, airplanes and supplies to 

Franco’s troops. In order to put an end to Italian’s intervention, Britain tried to reach an 

agreement with Italy to make them withdraw the troops from Spain.  

 
4 Committee created on the 9th of September 1936 whose venue was London. It reunited a total 

of 27 countries including Germany, the Soviet Union and Italy. 
5 Léon Blum (1872-1950) was France’s Prime Minister during Spanish Civil War. His policies 

were attached to socialism. He was the Prime Minister in France during the organization of the 

Popular Front. 
6 Yvon Delbos (1885-1956) was France’s Foreign Minister during Spanish Civil War. 
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Britain’s intention of declaring themselves neutral in the Spanish War had an 

effect on the Republic’s economy and resources. Dr Enrique Moradiellos mentions the 

fact that in order not to concede any indirect or direct help to the Republic, the British 

government positioned itself in a tacit neutrality. Consequently, the British government 

promoted a secret arms’ embargo against the Republic and denied the aid requests 

(Mordiellos 00:10:12 – 00:11:00). Therefore, Republicans were negated help and arms 

supplies and thus, their resistance was conditioned by international decisions. An article 

on British intervention in the war mentions the following: “Unsurprisingly, the 

Republican Government complained that the British arms embargo had much larger 

consequences for them, because of the external military support being given to the 

Nationalists” (Little 193). Accordingly, this response to the Republicans’ problem 

directly conditioned them, as the embargo did not affect the Nationalists as they were 

receiving aid from Germany and Italy. Nonetheless, the Spanish Republic depended on 

supplies coming from other countries, but the embargo conditioned other countries to 

send them arms supplies. The British position concerning Spain also had repercussions 

in banking. Correspondingly, as mentioned in Beside Franco, the Bank of England 

broke the clearing agreement7 with the Bank of Spain and consequently, the trade 

between both countries was drastically reduced (Gregory 00:26:05 – 00:26:20). 

Therefore, the Spanish Republic depended on the Spanish Bank as they were denied 

economic aid internationally and thus, this British decision contributed to the existing 

difficulties that the Spanish Republic had to overcome. Dr Enrique Moradiellos 

mentions the fact that Britain interfered in a purchase that the Republicans aimed to 

made. The Republicans wanted to buy military supplies from the United States. 

However, the British government interfered and blocked this exchange (Moradiellos 

 
7 Clearing agreement is understood as an agreement between nations that controls trade and 

imports and exports between the countries in order to establish a balance. 
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00:26:21 – 00:26:53). This interference was not impartial since other operations and 

purchases of arms supplies had been made by Nationalists and the British government 

did not get involved. Accordingly, many of the operations carried out by the British 

government were gradually isolating the Republicans. Therefore, the Republicans’ 

progress in war was very limited as the international contribution was reduced to the 

Soviet Union, whose contribution was based on military supplies and other 

contributions.  

British policies during the Spanish Civil War had a direct involvement in world 

politics as the creation of the Non-Intervention Committee contributed to preventing 

other countries from intervening in the war. However, British politicians aimed to be as 

neutral as possible. Although their intention was to pursue neutrality, they ended up 

committing what Douglass Little names in his book “Malevolent neutrality”. On his 

book Douglass Litlle highlights this notion on British and American involvement in the 

war:  

For three years, Franco’s promises to restore order from chaos seemed to offer an easy 

solution to the nagging political and economic problems which had bedevilled British 

and American relations with Spanish since 1931. But ironically Franco’s Spain 

presented Great Britain and the United States with nearly as many troubles as its 

predecessor. (Little 597)  

 

Accordingly, Britain found Franco’s victory as a more stabilizing solution for the 

Spanish problem. Therefore, Britain’s involvement in the war, portrayed initially as 

neutral and non-interventionist, ended up siding indirectly with the Nationalists. 

Britain’s movements concerning the economy, arms supplies, and international 

intervention became, one the one hand, favourable factors for the Nationalists and on 

the other hand, isolating factors for the Republicans. Thus, Britain’s implication in the 

war had an effect on the development and the outcome of the Spanish Civil War.  
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2. British government’s economic involvement 

2.1 Refugee proposal  

The refugee proposal was the outcome of the horror experienced in Guernica. The 

international news portrayed the horror experienced in the bombing of the village. This 

specific event aroused sympathy towards the Republicans in many countries since many 

cities and villages were gradually being destroyed. Therefore, the Basque country’s 

government aimed to request help internationally in order to evacuate women and 

children as fast as possible. The Basque government aimed to reduce the number of 

victims and to evacuate the population to other parts of the country and to other 

countries too. Leah Manning8 was responsible for the evacuation plan, which would 

take almost 4,000 children from Bilbao to Southampton. Leah Manning, in 

collaboration with José Antonio Aguirre,9 drew up the evacuation plan.  

Early in 1937, the Basque Country’s government sent a letter to the international 

community in order to formally request the welcoming of a great number of women and 

children that were undergoing a devastating situation due to the bombing of many 

Basque cities. France, according to Nerea Azurmendi in her article on the Basque 

children, welcomed more than 15,000 children during the early months of 1937 

(Arzurmendi). Nonetheless, the British government saw the proposal with reluctance as 

according to the Non-Intervention Agreement, welcoming refugees would imply getting 

involved in the conflict and this would be seen as direct involvement in the war.  

Leah Manning was a Labour member of Parliament when the bombings in the 

Basque country took place. She travelled to Bilbao dismayed by the news of the 

bombings. During her stay in the Basque country, she met Basque politicians and 

 
8 Leah Manning (1886-1977) was a British politician. She belonged to the Labour Party and was an MP in 

the 1930s.  She was elected the President of the National Union of Teachers.  
9 José Antonio Aguirre (1904-1960) was the lehendakari of the Basque country. 
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British journalists who contributed to her objective of carrying out the evacuation plan. 

At the end of April 1937, some of the aspects on the evacuation plan were almost set. 

According to Gregorio Arrien, she met the representatives of the “Asistencia Social” on 

the 26th of April in order to establish the main conditions of the evacuation proposal 

(Arrien). Although the main aspects were set, the proposal faced strong opposition.  

The refugee proposal was negatively seen by many organisations, committees 

and by some parts of the British government. It was thought to be associated both with 

an involvement in the war and with a deterioration of children’s conditions. According 

to Tom Buchanan, Lewis Golden10 argued that the organisation Save the Children Fund 

was always against the removal of children from their country. Concerning the Basque 

Children’s evacuation, he considered that children would weaken physically, morally, 

and mentally if they were evacuated (Buchanan 110). This quote highlights the main 

arguments that were presented in order to oppose the decision of welcoming the 

children. However, the reluctance of welcoming the children changed progressively due 

to many influences. Thus, the Duchess of Atholl11 became a key figure concerning the 

Spanish conflict and the children’s evacuation. As stressed by Gregorio Arrien in his 

book, the National Joint Committee presided over by the Duchess of Atholl contributed 

to the change of the British government’s perspective concerning the evacuation (Arrien 

42). Therefore, the pressure made by the various committees and political parties 

contributed to the perspective’s drift.  

The British government considered different options concerning the Basque 

Children’s evacuation. Nonetheless, in general terms, the proposal was seen with 

unwillingness. Although they did not want to welcome the Basque children, the British 

 
10 Lewis Golden was the secretary of the Save the Children Fund. 
11 The Duchess of Atholl (1874-1960) was a Scottish aristocrat and a Conservative Party’s member. She 

became the first Scottish woman to be elected to Parliament. She was also the responsible of the National 

Joint Committee.  
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government eventually accepted welcoming them. However, the government marked 

specific conditions in order to guarantee the evacuation. According to Gregorio Arrien, 

the British government established that the National Joint Committee had to contribute 

10 and a half shillings per child (Arrien). The Foreign Office planned the conditions 

which had to be accepted in order to allow the evacuation of the children. However, the 

conditions were considered strict by most members of the organisations in charge. Tom 

Buchanan highlights the following notion concerning the conditions applied by the 

government: “Sir John Simon, the home secretary, imposed a series of conditions, the 

most important of which was that children must be the financial responsibility solely of 

those who had brought them (…)”(Buchanan 110). Therefore, the acceptance and the 

proposal would be formally accepted in the event that the organisations responsible for 

the evacuation would sustain the refugee programme economically.  

The conditions determined by the Home Office were seen by many organisations 

as “undesirable and impracticable” (Buchanan 111). The conditions were severe in 

order to prevent the evacuation. However, according to Arrien the final decision was 

conditioned by the work of Leah Manning and Mr Stevenson12(Arrien 44). On the 18th 

of May 1937 the British government accepted the refugee proposal. According to Nerea 

Arzurmendi, each government established a series of conditions. On the one hand, the 

Basque government wanted the siblings to be together as well as to guarantee them an 

education. On the other hand, the British government imposed medical check-ups, an 

age limit as well as a political sympathy limit13 (Arzurmendi). Therefore, the agreement 

was accepted under specific conditions.  

 
12 Ralph Stevenson (1895-1977) was the British Consul in 1937.  
13 In order to be as neutral as possible, they tried to guarantee asylum to Republicans’ children 

as well as to Nationalists’ ones in equal terms.  



18 
 

2.2 Economic involvement 

The Non-Intervention Agreement made by the European powers at the beginning of the 

Spanish Civil War conditioned the majority of the decisions made by the British 

Government concerning the Spanish Civil War. Therefore, the Basque Children’s cause 

was directly affected by the positioning of the British government since they saw the 

children’s arrival with reluctance.  

This was because their main position concerning the evacuation was opposition. 

Accordingly, they unsuccessfully tried to dissuade the evacuation by trying to argue that 

the children would be better welcomed in other parts of Europe such as France. 

However, the children eventually arrived at Southampton.  

The position stated by the British government concerning the economic 

involvement of the British government was very clear and strict. The following quote 

from the Executive Meeting that took place at the House of Commons on the 31st of 

May 1937 highlights the main economic aspects stated by Sir John Simon:  

The acceptance by this committee14 of complete responsibility financially and 

otherwise, for the arrangements for the children; the responsibility to include a camp at 

Southampton and the necessary medical arrangements; the subsequent dispersal of the 

children into institutions or homes; the acceptance by the committee of responsibility 

for repatriation as soon as conditions permitted, and the acceptance of the principle that 

financial responsibility rests with the Committee and that no charge upon Public Funds 

will be involved locally or nationally. (‘Minutes of Executive Committee Meeting’) 

Therefore, as stated in the minutes of the meeting, the British government established 

several conditions in order to guarantee the children’s arrival. The most important 

condition was the economic one. Correspondingly, the British government accepted 

welcoming the children in the event that the Basque Children’s Committee accepted the 

financial responsibility. This decision, conditioned by the Non-Intervention Agreement 

and by neutrality, guaranteed the Non-Intervention in terms of funding. Therefore, 

 
14 The committee to which the quote is referred is The Basque Children’s Committee. 
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although the British government had accepted the proposal of welcoming the children, 

they could also maintain their position of neutrality. As mentioned in the quote, it was 

directly stated that no public fund could be involved in the Basque Children’s process. 

Accordingly, the financial responsibility was left mainly to the Basque Children’s 

Committee.  

The British government by establishing the conditions to be accepted and 

respected delimited their participation in the refugee programme. Therefore, their 

contribution was restricted to the acceptance of the children as the different costs that 

the refugee programme had to be assumed by voluntary organisations, political parties 

and the Basque government. Accordingly, apart from the costs of the whole programme 

that included the camp organisation and food that the Basque Children’s Committee had 

to assume, the British government asked for more specific economic conditions. As 

mentioned by Nerea Arzumendi in her article on the Basque Children’s Committee, the 

British government explicitly asked the Basque Children’s Committee to guarantee 10 

shillings per child per week(Arzurmendi). Therefore, the British government 

determined a strict plan for the organisations in order to carry out the refugee 

programme.  

3. Political parties’ economic involvement  

3.1 Communist Party  

The British Communist Party had an important role during the Spanish Civil War and 

more specifically concerning aid and fundraising. Therefore, the contribution started 

early in the war. From the first instances of Franco’s uprising, the Communist Party 

started collaborating with the Spanish Republic. According to Tom Buchanan in Britain 

and the Spanish Civil War: “Communist policy towards Spain was particularly 

important for its ramifications on the local level. Wherever the party was strong, it 
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contributed to broad-based organisations campaigning for political and humanitarian 

support for Republican Spain”(Buchanan 73). Therefore, their contribution was an 

organized plan seeking political and humanitarian aid. Their objective was to help the 

Republican Spain and from the early instances of the war, they started their 

contribution.  

The evacuation of the Basque Children meant organisation at several levels in 

British society. Concerning the Communist Party, their contribution to and involvement 

in the evacuation was highly important. All around Britain, the Communist Party 

financially aided the Basque Children’s colonies. An example to their contribution is the 

colony known as ‘Sketty Park’ in Wales. As mentioned in Fleeing Franco: How Wales 

gave shelter to refugee children from Basque Country during the Spanish Civil War, the 

Communist Party economically participated in the organisation of the colony in Wales 

(Davies 93-94).  

The contributions from Communist Party members were numerous. However, 

possibly the most remarkable member concerning the Basque Children’s cause was 

Isabel Brown15. She actively participated in the organisation of fundraising for the 

Basque Children. Correspondingly, one of the most important fundraising events was 

‘Spain and Culture’. This event united several artists and writers such as Pablo Picasso, 

Virginia Woolf, Pau Casals, H.G. Wells among others. ‘Spain and Culture’ was an 

event that took place in the Royal Albert Hall in London on the 24th of June 1937. This 

meeting was an event created in order to collect money for the Basque Children. 

Although many people contributed to the organisation of the event, the Duchess of 

Atholl as well as Isabel Brown were the ones who organised the whole meeting. 

 
15 Isabel Brown (1894-1984) was a Communist politician and activist. She was also one initial 

members of the Communist Party of Great Britain. 
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Accordingly, Virginia Woolf in a letter to Jane Case states the following: “really by 

means of a fat emotional woman in black velvet called Isabel Brown take collected 

£1,500 for the Basque children”(Woolf et al. 139). Therefore, the event was successful, 

according to Virginia Woolf, thanks to the insistence and participation of Isabel Brown 

as according to the Bulletin no. 8 of the Basque Children’s Committee, the event raised 

a total of £11,000 (National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief 5). 

The Communist Party made a great effort by promoting events, activities and 

fundraising in order to help the organisation of the Basque Children’s stay in Britain. 

Nonetheless, although their contribution was highly important during the period, 

according to Hywel Davies, “Communists involvement in providing assistance for the 

children has been dismissed by some” (Davies 25). Accordingly, although their 

contribution was key at time, their participation has been discredited.  

3.2 Independent Labour Party  

The Independent Labour Party16 energetically participated in the Spanish Civil War. 

Their participation in the war, apart from an ideological aspect, was conditioned by their 

sisterhood with POUM17 in Spain. As mentioned in “The Independent Labour 

Publications”, the participation of ILP can be considered in three distinct areas, 

humanitarian, political and military (Hall). Therefore, their participation covers different 

aspects on which they contributed.  

The arrival of the Basque Children had also an impact on the Independent 

Labour Party, since they actively collaborated in the organisation and support of the 

Basque Children’s colonies. According to Tom Buchanan, the ILP raised around £2,300 

 
16 The Independent Labour Party (ILP) was a socialist party that had its origins in the Labour. In 1932, the 

section officially left the Labour Party, and became a socialist and revolutionary party in Britain. 
17 POUM (Partido Obrero de Unificación Marxista) was a Spanish political party that presented a left-

wing ideology associated with anti-Stalinist ideology. This party had a key role in the Spanish Civil War 

specifically in Catalonia.  
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which would be destined to help Spain. The half of the money would be destined to 

medical supplies and aid (Buchanan 110). Correspondingly, they raised different funds 

in order to collaborate with the Spanish Republic. Concerning the Basque Children, 

according to Christopher Hall in “The Independent Labour Publications”: “(...) the 

money was used to send medical supplies to Spain and to finance the care of Basque 

refugee children – 4,000 of whom had been evacuated to the UK. The ILP housed 40 of 

them at The Grange in Street, Somerset” (Hall). Accordingly, the ILP took the 

responsibility of taking care of 40 children destined to the Grange in Street. Bulletin 

no.8 of the National Joint Committee establishes the organisation of the children and 

their distribution all around Britain. The text mentions that a group of children would be 

sent to houses where Local Committees would be the responsible for the care. In this 

specific group, the responsibility of the ILP in welcoming 40 Basque children in Street 

is mentioned. (National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief 1). Therefore, it established 

the economic responsibility for the care of 40 children by the Independent Labour Party.  

3.3 Labour Party  

The Labour Party was a political party that contributed to the Spanish Civil War as well 

as to the Basque Children’s cause. However, as mentioned in Britain and the Spanish 

Civil War: “The Labour movement, more than any force in British politics was racked 

with disputes over the Spanish Civil War”(Buchanan 78). Accordingly, the initial 

position adopted by the political party was not clear due to internal differences. 

Nonetheless, although the position was initially unclear, as the war progressed, the 

political party channelled its position towards the Spanish Civil War into a position of 

neutrality. However, the Labour movement through activists individually or through 

committees participated in fundraising, and in organising an aid campaign for Spain. 

Thus, different Labour politicians were active members of the Basque Children’s 
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Committee. An example to Labour politicians’ work concerning the children’s 

evacuation is Leah Manning, who actively organised and encouraged many citizens to 

collaborate with the Basque Children’s cause. 

The arrival of 4,000 Basque children implied an organisation as well as funding 

in order to cover the necessities of the children and teachers coming to Britain. 

Nonetheless, the Labour Party was aware that they could not be financially responsible 

for the whole refugee programme. A meeting took place between the representatives of 

the Labour Movement and José Lizaso18 in order to establish the lines of the evacuation. 

In the memorandum of the meeting, it is mentioned the following aspect: “Having 

regard to the language difficulty, religious and other considerations, it would, in my 

opinion, be beyond the resources of the Labour Movement to deal with this problem 

alone. The finance involved would be very great (…)”(Citrine 2). Therefore, through 

this declaration of Walter Citrine19, it is observable the initial awareness of the financial 

capacities of the Labour Party.  

The Labour movement promoted different campaigns to raise funds for the 

Basque Children. Therefore, in order to promote an aid campaign, the Labour Party 

published several pamphlets to be distributed all around Britain. Accordingly, their goal 

was to increase the funds gained in order to provide the different organisations helping 

the children, the material and money needed. Accordingly, one of the pamphlets directly 

appeals to British society by stating: “Your shillings will save lives”(National Council 

of Labour). Therefore, the Labour movement tried to persuade society in order to gain 

funds. The same pamphlet mentions the following aspect concerning the Labour 

movement: “The Labour movement has a special responsibility and a splendid record in 

 
18 José Ignacio Lizaso was the Basque delegate of the Basque government in Britain. 
19 Walter Citrine (1887 – 1983) was the General Secretary of the Trade Union Congress (TUC) 

and a member of the Labour Party. 
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organising relief for the Spanish people and care of the Basque children is an individual 

duty the movement's members have undertaken in the name of humanity”(National 

Council of Labour). Correspondingly, the Labour movement appealed to the duty of the 

party in order to help the children. Moreover, there is an explicit appeal to humanity. 

The Labour movement contributed thus to the organisation and collection of funding 

destined for the children.  

The Labour movement actively contributed to the Basque Children’s cause by 

supporting groups of children.  Therefore, as the historian Michael Alpert mentions, the 

Labour parties, the cooperative movements, and the multiple voluntary organisations 

involved housed and supported groups of Basque Children (Alpert 35). Nonetheless, in 

terms of the Labour Party’s as a block, the party’s contribution was really limited, as in 

general terms, the majority of campaigns, and events were produced thanks to Labour 

Party members who acted independently of their political party. As Jim Fyrth mentions: 

“(…) the Aid Spain movement could not have achieved what it did without the work of 

labour movement activists and organisations. But the credit for this belongs to those 

activists and organisations, who are usually acting independently of their national 

leaders, and were often critical of them” (Fyrth 157). Therefore, as mentioned by Fyrth, 

the success in humanitarian campaigns was thanks to the activists and politicians who 

acted despite the neutral line adopted by the Labour Party. It is important to remark that 

the whole humanitarian and fund process had its success in the individuals who crossed 

the neutral and non-interventionist lines marked by the political party.  

3.3.1 Trades Union Congress (TUC) 

The Trades Union Congress was engaged in the Basque Children’s cause. 

Correspondingly, they were part of some of the voluntary committees created ad hoc. 

Nonetheless, the initial participation was influenced by the members of the committees. 
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Therefore, according to Jim Fyrth, the Trades Union Congress did not get enrolled in 

either the Spanish Medical Aid Committee or the National Joint Committee for Spanish 

Relief mainly because of the presence of the Communists in the National Joint 

Committee for Spanish Relief (Fyrth 157). Thus, initially the TUC did not participate in 

or contribute to the main organisations in charge of the Basque Children.  

The involvement of the Trades Union Congress in the organisations that 

emerged in order to cover the different needs of both the children and the volunteers 

was very delimited.  In a letter to William Elger20, Walter Citrine states the following:  

It was decided therefore, as a general principle, not to participate in the National Joint 

Committee for Spanish Relief. (…) The General Council of the Trades Union Congress 

and the Labour Party are represented on that Committee which is known as “The 

National Committee for the Care of the Basque Children”. (Citrine) 

Their involvement was thus, restricted to what will be known as the Basque Children’s 

Committee, as they did not want to get involved in The National Joint Committee for 

Spanish Relief.  

 The financial involvement of the TUC concerning the Basque Children is related 

both to fundraising and to Trades Union Congress donations. The Trades Union 

Congress launched several campaigns in order to appeal for funds. These campaigns 

were usually created in collaboration with the Labour Party, and they appealed to the 

‘comradeship feeling’ in order to ask for economic aid. The following statement was 

present in a leaflet published in order to ask for help: “in these circumstances efforts are 

being made to ever great Basque children to France, Great Britain and other countries. 

(…) It is for this purpose that the General Council and the National Executive 

Committee of the Labour Party appeal for your help”(The Trades Union Congress and 

 
20 William Elger (1891 – 1946) was the General Secretary of the Scottish Trade Union. 
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The Labour Party). Therefore, in collaboration with the Labour Party, the TUC appealed 

for contributions and economic aid to the members of both organisations.  

 At an organisational level, the Trades Union Congress donated different amounts 

of money to the Basque Children’s Committee. Thus, they got financially involved in 

the care of the Basque Children. Jim Fyrth mentions that the TUC donated £5,000 to the 

Basque Children’s Committee as soon as they joined the organisation (Fyrth 157). Apart 

from the initial donation and the raising of funds, the Trades Union Congress made 

other lower contributions. As mentioned in a booklet by the National Council of 

Labour, the Trades Union Congress donated £1,000 and contributed objects such as 

clothing or shoes (The National Council of Labour). Therefore, the TUC contributed 

economically to the Basque Children’s Cause by donating both money and material 

needed for the children.  

3.4 Conservative Party  

The Conservative Party was indirectly involved in the Basque Children’s cause since 

the Spanish Civil War had caused an internal division concerning the position to be 

adopted. Therefore, the opinions on the Spanish Civil War were diverse and the arrival 

of the Basque Children reinforced the different positions on the war. According to Nick 

Crowson, the Conservative Party was divided into three blocks concerning the Spanish 

Civil War. The first block included members who supported pro-Franco groups and 

organisations such as the Committee of Friends of National Spain. The second block 

included members who supported non-intervention in order to prevent a conflict. The 

third block was the one which was aware of the threat that the different dictatorships 

represented (Crowson 79). Thus, the internal situation within the Conservative Party 

made it difficult to establish a strategy for the Basque Children’s cause that concerned 

the whole organisation.  
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 The Conservatives’ involvement in the Basque Children’s cause is related to the 

participation in the National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief and mostly related to 

the activism of some conservatives’ politicians. Correspondingly, Katherine Stewart, 

also known as the Duchess of Atholl, was a Conservative MP who actively participated 

in the organisation of the Basque Children’s stay in Britain. Therefore, her work apart 

from an organisational one was key for the arrival of the children. Tracy McVeigh 

mentions the following: “The feeding, clothing and housing of the children was left to 

volunteers and one campaigner, the Duchess of Atholl, guaranteed a sum of money for 

each child”(McVeigh). Therefore, the economic contribution of the Duchess of Atholl 

guaranteed a sum for every child in the camp.  

 The economic aid provided by the Conservative Party was restricted to voluntary 

donations and independent contributions from political members of the party. This non-

intervention was given by political discrepancies and also by the respect for the Non-

Intervention Agreement. Tom Buchanan highlights the following notion on a section of 

the Conservative Party: “(…) the Basque Children's Repatriation committee under the 

chairman of Sir Arnold Wilson and supported by the Duke of Wellington. Its purpose 

was to put pressure on the British government for the refugees’ prompt return to Spain 

and to make their continued residence in Britain as difficult as possible”(Buchanan 90). 

This quote illustrates how some of the sections in the Conservative Party saw the 

presence of the Basque refugees. This fact together with the ‘pro-Franco’ sentiment 

spread among some of the Conservative Party politicians encapsulate the vision of the 

political party on the children. Correspondingly, this justifies their non-interventionist 

approach to the Basque Children’s cause.  
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3.5 Liberal Party  

The Liberal Party’s involvement in the Basque Children’s cause as well as in the 

Spanish Civil War was both conditioned by the political ideology and the internal 

economic status. As mentioned by Tom Buchanan, “The Civil War found the Liberal 

Party, even more than Labour, still recovering from the effects of the 1931 

crisis”(Buchanan 83). Therefore, the situation within the political party was complicated 

due to the economic crisis that had affected Britain in 1931.  

 The contribution of the political party was restricted to politicians’ individual 

donations and the collaboration in the National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief. 

Therefore, as a political block, the Liberals did not contribute financially to the Basque 

Children’s cause. Nonetheless, some of its politicians such as Wilfred Roberts21 made a 

huge effort in order to guarantee the children a good stay in Britain. Wilfred Roberts 

was an active participant of the National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief. He was 

the secretary of the organisation and prepared the arrival of the children. Although the 

contributions from Wilfred Roberts and other politicians were key for the arrival of the 

children, the political party did not side with those political members. Tom Buchanan 

highlights the following notion: “Roberts’ heavy involvement in Spain was resented by 

Liberal leaders (…)”(Buchanan 85). Therefore, the general position of the Liberal Party 

was separated from the direct involvement in the Basque Children’s cause. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
21 Wilfred Roberts (1900-1991) was an MP of the British Liberal Party.  
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4. Conclusion 

The aim of this thesis was to examine the economic involvement of both the British 

government and the British political parties. Therefore, it has been key to consider the 

political situation during the 1930s’ Britain. Correspondingly, still recovering from 

World War I, the British government opted for neutrality concerning international 

conflicts in order to avoid a conflict at an international level. Therefore, the initial 

positioning conditioned the development and the involvement of the British government 

in the welcoming of the refugees. Moreover, the creation of both a Non-Intervention 

Committee and a Non-Intervention Agreement in collaboration with other world powers 

directly shaped the development of the Spanish Civil War as well as the evacuation of 

refugees.  

 The British government, due to the neutrality and non-intervention adopted, had 

a strong opinion towards the proposal of the evacuation of Basque children. 

Accordingly, their intervention in the evacuation was restricted to the enablement of the 

process. Therefore, there was no involvement concerning financial nor organizational 

aid. The funds, as well as the material needed, were not provided by the British 

government, but by voluntary organisations created ad hoc and by political parties and 

individual contributors. Thus, the British government did not get involved financially in 

the evacuation of the Basque Children in 1937.  

 The British political parties played different roles concerning the Basque refugee 

programme since every political party had an internal position towards the Spanish 

Civil War and more specifically, towards the Basque Children’s evacuation. Regarding 

the British Communist Party, the party itself actively participated in the process. It 

contributed economically to the cause by accepting the responsibility of the ‘Sketty 

Park’ colony. Moreover, they actively organised fundraising events in order to cover the 
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children’s needs. Concerning the Independent Labour Party, its participation was both 

financial and organisational. Therefore, it accepted financial responsibility for 40 

children. Furthermore, they promoted fundraising campaigns to be destined to the 

Basque refugees. The Labour Party’s position towards the Basque refugees and the 

Spanish Civil War was one of neutrality. Thus, although the position adopted by the 

political party was neutrality, the political party organised fundraising campaigns and 

appealed for donations. Moreover, some subsections of Labour Party did house 

children. Nonetheless, the Labour Party as a block did not contribute economically to 

the Basque Children’s cause. Attached to the Labour Party, the Trade Union Congress 

was an organisation that actively contributed to the refugee programme. It made various 

sizeable donations; it participated in committees, and it organised several campaigns in 

order to raise funds. The Conservative Party as well as the Liberal Party did not get 

involved financially in the Basque Children’s stay in Britain. Its participation was 

limited to individual members’ participation in voluntary organisations. Therefore, the 

financial involvement in the case was restricted to some specific political parties who 

decided to actively participate in the cause.  

Having considered the financial involvement of both the political parties and the 

British government, it is key to highlight the influence that political ideologies have on 

the welcoming of refugees. This specific involvement and influence can be extrapolated 

to 21st century’s refugee crisis. Therefore, it is meaningful to approach the refugee crisis 

considering the fact that most decisions concerning the welcoming of refugees are 

directly conditioned by political influences and interests. Thus, compared to the Basque 

Children’s refugee programme, the 21st century refugees are also welcomed by 

voluntary organisations and by political members or activists.  
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The Basque Children’s evacuation and stay in Britain has been approached 

considering the financial involvement of both the British government and the British 

political parties. Nonetheless, the economic and organizational cooperation of both the 

British government and the Basque government has only been focused considering the 

intervention of Leah Manning. Therefore, this issue might be addressed in future 

research concerning the Basque refugees.   
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Appendix A 

Chronological development 

The development of the whole evacuation process took place between 1937 and 1939. 

Correspondingly, once the proposal had been accepted by the two political blocks, the 

Basque government and the British government, the evacuation was ready to be carried 

out. On the 21st of May 1937, 3,843 children had embarked on the ship “SS Habana”.  

According to Nerea Arzurmendi in her article on the evacuation, the wooden liner had a 

capacity for 800 passengers (Arzurmendi). Consequently, the liner provided had 

quadrupled the capacity allowed. Therefore, the children as well as the teachers and 

priests on board struggled during the trip from Santurtzi to Southampton.  

The “SS Habana” docked at Southampton on the 23rd of May 1937. The children 

were affectionately welcomed by many citizens waiting for them in Southampton. After 

their arrival, the children were divided into groups which would be sent to Eastleigh 

where they would live for a reduced number of weeks. There, many volunteers 

contributed to the preparation and organisation of the camp. However, the initial 

prevision was to establish a camp for around 2,000 children but soon after, the number 

of children doubled. This implied the extension of the camp. According to Arrien, soon 

after their arrival, the children were divided into two major blocks. The division was 

made according to the parents’ political affiliation (Arrien 62). Therefore, there were 

two major blocks, the Nationalists’ section and the Republicans’ section.  

After their stay in the camp in Eastleigh under difficult sanitary conditions, the children 

were progressively divided into groups who would be sent to different houses and 

schools around Britain and Wales. Many organisations contributed to the creation of the 
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‘colonies’22. The children were divided into 10 different colonies around the British 

Isles. Although the expected time to remain in the British Isles was three months, the 

majority remained longer than expected. Correspondingly, the repatriation process 

started around 1938. Gerald Hoare and Simon Martinez highlight the following notion: 

“By the end of 1938, 2,175 children had returned leaving 1,704 remaining under the 

care of BCC23”(Hoare and Martinez 6). Therefore, the repatriation process started early 

in 1938 and the children were quickly sent back with their relatives. Nonetheless, a 

great number of children remained in Britain.  

Colonies organisation  

After some months living in the camp in Eastleigh, the children were divided into 

different schools and houses all over the British Isles. Therefore, their removal from the 

camp due to organisational as well as sanitary problems meant the division of the 

children. Many organisations and committees contributed to the distribution of the 

children around the British Isles. Accordingly, the children were divided into three main 

blocks: England, Scotland, and Wales. Therefore, the children were divided and 

distributed.  

The children were divided into three different types of “colonies”. Therefore, the 

“colonies” belonged to three organisations: the Salvation Army24, the Catholic Church 

and Local Committees. According to Arrien, three days after their arrival, a total of 400 

children left the camp in Eastleigh and they went to a “colony” in Clapton (Arrien 70). 

Therefore, soon after their arrival the children were distributed around the country 

where many volunteers and teachers took care of them. However, not in every colony 

 
22 Colonies was the term chosen to refer to the different houses and school where the children 

would be staying.  
23 Basque Children Committee.  
24 Protestant English Church 
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went as well as expected as there were organizational problems as well as behavioural 

problems.  

Appendix B  

Documents from the period  

 

This document is an appeal for funds made by both the Labour movement and the 

Trades Union Congress.  

Source: Warwick University 

        The Trades Union Congress, and The Labour Party. ‘Save the Basque Children’. 

Warwick University, May 1937, 

https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/scw/id/2639.  

https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/scw/id/2639
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This document is the Memorandum of Interview made by Walter Citrine which was in 

response to the telegram sent by Leah Manning who was in Bilbao.  

Source: Warwick University  

Citrine, Walter. ‘Spanish Situation. Evacuation of Basque Children’. Memorandum of 

Interview, Warwick University, 1937, pp. 1–3, 

https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/scw/id/13866.  

https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/scw/id/13866
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This document was the leaflet which informed of the international meeting held in order to raise 

funds for the Basque Children. In the meeting many important intellectuals, artists and writers 

participated.  

Source: Warwick University  

        Grand International Meeting on Spain and Culture. (1937). Warwick University. 

https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/scw/id/13668  

https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/scw/id/13668
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This document is an appeal for funds. The Labour movement highlights the 

responsibility in helping the Basque Children.  

Source: Warwick University 

        National Council of Labour. Your Shillings Will Save Lives! National Council of 

Labour, 1937. https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/scw/id/3099.  

 

https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/scw/id/3099
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This document is a section of a booklet published by the National Council of Labour 

that highlights the organisation and repatriation of the Basque refugees.  

Source: Warwick University 

The National Council of Labour. Labour Raises £500,000 for Spain. Warwick 

University, 1939, https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/scw/id/2779.  

 

 

https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/scw/id/2779
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This document is the conference proceeding of the Bulletin no.8 of the National Joint 

Committee for Spanish Relief.  

Source: Warwick University           

National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief. ‘Bulletin No.8’. National Joint Committee for 

Spanish Relief, July 1937, pp. 1–5. 

https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/scw/id/13290  

https://cdm21047.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/scw/id/13290

