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Abstract. Accounts of Spanish nursing and nurses during the Spanish Civil
War (1936–1939) that appear in the memoirs and correspondence of Inter-
national Brigade volunteers, and are subsequently repeated in the secondary
literature on the war, give little indication of existence of trained nurses in
country. We set out to examine this apparent erasure of the long tradition of
skilled nursing in Spain and the invisibility of thousands of Spanish nurses
engaged in the war effort. We ask two questions: How can we understand the
narrative thrust of the international volunteer accounts and subsequent his-
toriography? And what was the state of nursing in Spain on the Republican
side during the war as presented by Spanish participants and historians? We
put the case that the narrative erasure of Spanish professional nursing prior to
the Civil War was the result of the politicization of nursing under the Second
Republic, its repression and reengineering under the Franco dictatorship,
and the subsequent national policy of “oblivion” or forgetting that domi-
nated the country during the transition to democracy. This policy silenced
the stories of veteran nurses and prevented an examination of the impact of
the Civil War on the Spanish nursing profession.
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“We are the nurses no-one remembers” lamented Ana Pibernat in her memoirs
of the Spanish Civil War (SCW; 1936–1939).¹ The conventional view of nurs-
ing in Spain during the war, espoused by the International Brigade (IB) vol-
unteers in their memoirs and correspondence, and repeated in the secondary
literature on the war all support Pibernat’s contention, giving little indication
of the existence of trained nurses in the country and even going so far as to
declare them non existent. This observation, and its constant repetition, caused
us to wonder at the apparent erasure of the centuries of skilled nursing in Spain
and the thousands of Spanish nurses engaged in the war effort on both sides.

In what follows we examine these primary and secondary accounts of
Spanish nursing by English language authors and attempt to understand the
narrative construction of nursing in Spain. At the same time, we provide a
counter-narrative of Spanish nursing on the Republican side, based on Spanish
primary sources and secondary scholarship on the topic. We ask two questions:
How can we understand the narrative thrust of the international volunteer
accounts and subsequent historiography? And what was the state of nursing in
Spain on the Republican side during the war as presented by Spanish partici-
pants and historians?

The story of La Guerra Civil Española, the SCW remains a deeply wound-
ing and divisive episode in Spanish history. The war began on the 17th of July
1936 with a failed military coup d’etat in the Spanish Protectorate in Morocco.
It ended with the defeat of Republican (Government) forces 3 years later, tear-
ing apart regions, institutions, communities, and families. No part of society
was immune from the brutal upheaval and deep divisions it left in its wake.²
Moreover, under the Dictadura of the victorious Francisco Franco, who led
the country from the end of the war in 1939 till his death in 1975, it was for-
bidden to publish on and dangerous to speak openly about the events of those
3 years. During the transition to democracy in the post-Franco era, the Pact of
Oblivion continued this imposed silence under the goal of national reconcili-
ation. Thus, in Spain, the question of the war, its atrocities, and its aftermath
remains one of great contention as the nation continues to deal with the chal-
lenge of remembering.³

The Second Spanish Republic (1931–1939) was a progressive government
with a radical agenda that sought the reform of the country’s most power-
ful institutions. It implemented major changes to the military and abolished
many of the long-held privileges of the Catholic Church.⁴ It promoted regional
autonomy and agrarian reform, introduced equal rights for women, including
the right to education, civil marriage, consensual divorce, maternity insurance,
and even abortion (although the latter was never implemented).⁵ It also initi-
ated major reforms to public health, nursing education, and nursing services.
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This broad program of reform was seen as a direct threat to the nation’s power-
ful conservative forces: the landlords, the Catholic Church, and the army, all of
which coalesced around the nationalist or rebel forces opposing the Republic.⁶

In the mid-1930s, Europe was gripped by a series of crises as radical
and reformist governments fell to right-wing and fascist regimes. In Portugal,
Italy, and Germany, right-wing governments imprisoned their critics, attacked
democratic institutions and increased surveillance of leftists and Jewish citi-
zens. Meanwhile, France’s fragile leftist government had to deal with powerful
right-wing forces, while the British government pursued its disastrous appease-
ment stance against Hitler. Both countries failed to support the embattled
Republic of Spain. Beyond Europe, the militaristic regime of Japan was grow-
ing in strength, and the home-grown fascist movements in the United States
and elsewhere were becoming emboldened. Fear of Bolshevism set the tone for
international relations in the west and the fact that the Spanish government’s
only allies were the communist governments of Mexico and Russia height-
ened the diplomatic tensions. For pro-democratic and leftist individuals, it was
apparent that the world was on the brink of a descent into fascism.

Despite the recalcitrant positions taken by their respective governments,
pro-democratic and leftist organizations and trade unionists around the
world enthusiastically recruited volunteers for Spain to defend the embattled
Republican government from the attack of Nationalist forces. The volunteers
responded in their thousands,⁷ and the resulting IB threw its weight behind
the coalition of anarchists, communists, and republican forces that constituted
the Republican side. Overall approximately 700,000 people fought on the
Republican side in the war. This figure includes the 35,000 foreigners from 53
countries who served in the IBs, among whom were hundreds of nurses.

The international nurses who went to Spain, with only a handful of excep-
tions, volunteered on the side of the Republic. It is not possible to determine
exactly how many nurses came. The highest estimate comes from Oscar Telge,
a Bulgarian major who was head of the International Health Service. In 1937,
he notes there were “more than 240 doctors, 600 nurses (men and women)
and 650 orderlies working for our Organization.”⁸ A more conservative num-
ber of 203 appeared on a 1937 military document listing source countries but
no names of individual nurses.⁹

As part of a separate and on-going project that has been published in Span-
ish and presented in English, we undertook to learn more about the nurses who
volunteered in Spain. We examined the vast primary and secondary literature
on the SCW and the IBs looking for references to nurses, nursing, or hos-
pital work.¹⁰ Our review included English, Spanish, French, Catalan, Italian,
and Portuguese literature between 1936 and 2018 inclusive. We identified ref-
erences to nursing in the biographies, memoirs,¹¹ journalist correspondence,
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and testimonies from wounded combatants and from health professionals
and workers, such as physicians, orderlies, ambulance drivers, and laboratory
technicians.¹²

From our research, we believe the actual number is closer to Telge’s esti-
mate. To date, we have identified 342 nurses from 40 countries out of what
we believe to be the approximately 600 nurses who came to Spain to volunteer
during the War. About half of these nurses were English speaking, many of
whom come from leftist and or Jewish background. Of the remainder, women
came for all across Europe, from Iceland to Austria, again a significant num-
ber appear to have been Jewish. We plan to publish these results in a separate
paper.

One of the surprising findings of our review of the primary and secondary
source material on nursing during the Civil War was the existence of a con-
sistent series of observations on the state of Spanish hospitals and Spanish
nurses. These observations typically comment on the absence of a nursing pro-
fession in Spain. As there are limited sources that describe Spanish nurses or
the state of Spanish nursing, those sources that do exist have perhaps received
undue authority in subsequent scholarship on the war. For instance, one high-
profile observation comes from the recollections of volunteer soldier Eric Blair
(George Orwell):

Apparently there was no supply of trained nurses in Spain, perhaps because before
the war this work was done chiefly by nuns. I have no complaint against the Spanish
nurses, they always treated me with the greatest kindness, but there is no doubt they
were terribly ignorant.¹³

Orwell’s observation echoes that of other volunteers who claimed that
Spain had no real trained nurses. Annie Murray, Scottish volunteer nurse
later recalled: “They used nuns. So, these little Spanish girls only had about 3
months training. But they were very keen and very good for the time they had
trained.”¹⁴

The most well-known work on IB nurses and nursing in Spain during
the war is that of British historian Angela Jackson whose pioneering work on
British women volunteers and her subsequent biography of English IB nurse,
Patience Darton, were published in 2002 and 2014 respectively. Over her long
and active life, Darton had become the authoritative voice on the standard of
Spanish nursing, medicine, and hospitals:

Standards of Hygiene and asepsis were low at that time in Spain, and there was
no tradition of nursing training comparable with that in Britain . . . nursing care of
the patients was generally carried out by other family members or by nuns.¹⁵
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Figure 1. American nurses in front of an ambulance donated by the Communist Party of
Canada. Left to right: Rose Weiner, Leonora (Nora) Temple, Toby Jensky, Anna Taft, Sara
Goldblatt, Selma Chadwich, and Andrea y Leoncia (Spanish girls). Probably Alcorisa
(Teruel). Aragon Front, January 1938. Unknown photographer (Reprinted permission,
Archives of Marx Memorial Library, London).

IB nurse Ruth Wilson Epstein’s Radio Madrid Broadcast to the United
States on January 10, 1938, describes the challenging situation that faced the
Republican side and the Brigadist hospitals. She speaks about the improvised
classroom she established for local illiterate chicas who she taught rudimentary
nursing in what she calls the region’s “first nursing school”¹ (see Figure 1).

Jackson reports on Darton’s observations concerning the modesty of the
Spanish nurses, how they were unwilling to wash male patients¹⁷ and the fact
that “it wasn’t a good thing for a Spanish girl of any sort, to go and work
in a hospital with men.” She presents Darton’s picture of backward squalid
hospitals and ignorant Spanish doctors and nurses (such as the physician who
tried to prevent Darton from washing her British typhoid patient).¹⁸ Given the
observations found in eyewitness accounts, it is no surprise that the secondary
literature builds on this theme. In 1986 Fryth describes the situation as the
following:

There were some very good hospitals, especially in Republican-held Madrid and
Barcelona, but nursing services were scanty; hospitals were run by nuns and patients
were generally nursed by their own families, who moved in with them, as in the days
of the Crimean War. Standards of hygiene, as the British nurses were to discover, were
sometimes horrifying.¹⁹

And in the repetition, the myth grows stronger. In 2013, Linda
Palfreeman, in her book Aristocrats, Adventurers and Ambulances describes
nurses as a rarity in Spain with care relying on family members.
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At the outbreak of Civil War Spain could boast some excellent
hospitals, especially in Madrid and Barcelona, but they were run by nuns and
other assistants with very little professional training. Expert nursing care was
rarity and patients had to be cared for by members of their own family.²⁰

There is no question as to the validity of the observations and experiences
of the eye witness accounts of nursing during the war. What is interesting,
however, is the conclusion they draw from these observations, and secondly,
how it is that they miss so much of the picture. The descriptions by volun-
teers and repeated by subsequent British historians on the lack of skill of Span-
ish nurses and the backwardness of Spanish hospitals were based on several
assumptions: first that the nursing care of religious sisters or nuns was the
equivalent of poor nursing. Second, that knowledge of hospital management
and asepsis and hygiene were entirely lacking in the country. Third, that pro-
fessional secular nursing did not exist in Spain. Let us take these three points
in turn.

First, it is important to understand that the Republican or Government
side of the Civil War was characterized by extreme anticlericalism (particularly
in Barcelona and Andalusia). The Catholic Church was hostile to the secular
reforms implemented by the Republic and was a key supporter of the Nation-
alist rebels. In this context, the Republican view of religious nurses was gener-
ally unsympathetic.

Moreover, the dismissal of nursing by religious nurses as antithetical to
high-quality nursing is a common categorical error made by nursing and gen-
eral historians alike. In fact, nursing by religious women and men has a long
and distinguished history in Spain.²¹ While not all religious orders were known
for their commitment to nursing, nor for their leadership in running the best
hospitals, the truly excellent hospitals in Madrid and Barcelona specifically
referred to by Fryth and others were operated by nursing sisterhoods. Far from
being backward, these institutions were the home base of many of the medical
and surgical innovators.²²

The major problem with the Spanish reliance on religious nurses was that
the anti-clerical sentiments of the pro-government side of the conflict meant
that the sisters overwhelmingly (but not entirely) abandoned their posts and
fled to the nationalist side at the onset of the conflict.²³ Thus the standard
of nursing care and hospital management observed by members of the IBs
was Spanish nursing without a key element of its workforce—religious nurses.
Brigadists drew their own conclusions from this observation deciding that
Spanish nursing was backward and lacking in professionalism, a comparison
that reflected well on British and American nurses.

Pdf_Folio:68



The Nurses No-One Remembers 69

Figure 2. Wounded assisted by civilian nurses at the Provisional Blood Hospital installed
on the Fronton of Recoletos by the Libertarian Athenian of Delicias of CNT (Workers
National Confederation). Madrid, 1936–1937. Reprinted with the permission of the
National Library of Spain.

The second issue concerning poor hospital management and lack of
hygiene or knowledge of asepsis arises from a similar lack of contextual under-
standing. It was not until later in the war that Republican forces possessed a
formal medical unit. The military (with few exceptions) supported the Nation-
alist cause and the medical organization and equipment went to that side,
as did religious nurses fleeing anti-clerical forces. Therefore the Republicans,
including the volunteer brigades, took some time to put into place their med-
ical infrastructure, both personnel, and equipment (see Figure 2).

There are many accounts of the appalling conditions facing the medical
and nursing volunteers when they arrived, whether it was setting up a hospital
in a filthy barn, or a sports stadium taking over an overwhelmed improvised
hospital or one captured from the nationalist side. In each instance, these sto-
ries become a vehicle to tell of the scrubbing and hard work, the improvis-
ing with makeshift or antiquated equipment, the bartering for food and water
from the local mayor and so forth. In the case of the hospital changing hands,
there were often outraged stories of infections and filth, often at the hands of
sisters.²⁴Pdf_Folio:69
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These Republican stories against religious nurses warrant scrutiny. The
evidence of callous and poor nursing by religious nurses witnessed by vol-
unteers is very hard to interpret. It is difficult to know whether the sisters
were in fact nurses, or merely volunteers. Thus, the lack of knowledge con-
cerning hygiene or wound care may represent unskilled nursing rather than
religious nursing. Without more information, the assumptions drawn by the
IB volunteers may have merely been confirming their biases rather than offer-
ing conclusive evidence on the backwardness of Spanish nursing and hospi-
tal care. One counter story comes from the biographical account of Manuel
Álvarez who as a youth was wounded in the war. He later searched for the
Canadian volunteer who saved his life. His first-person account is in stark con-
trast to that offered by so many IB accounts.

Since 1938, whether as a patient or as a visitor, I have known many hos-
pitals around the world, but I still consider the one in Vilanova y la Geltrú
the best of all, it was governed by nuns, all of them competent. In the advent
of the Revolution, they replaced their habits with nurse uniforms, civil people
had replaced the nuns in the administration of the hospital, but in practice,
the organization of the hospital continued to unfold very much like a con-
vent, with the mother superior as Director of the institution, the assistance
was unbeatable, the nutrition excellent, the atmosphere was saturated by the
pious courtesy of those nuns, the whole building was magnificent: high ceiling
rooms, large windows opening into a flowered garden.²⁵

The first-person accounts of appalling conditions underline the vital role
of volunteer nurses in the IB narratives, serving a critical propaganda function
back home. In these foreigners’ narratives for foreign readers, Spanish nurses
are relegated to minor supportive roles of wonderful but ignorant local “chi-
cas” or girls, whom IB nurses trained in basic nursing over the course of the
conflict. In one of the few papers that looks at Spanish nurses and nursing dur-
ing the Civil War, Isabel Anton-Solanas, Ann Wakefield, and Christine Hal-
lett²⁶ undertook an analysis of the published accounts by IB nurses to explore
the relationship between Spanish and IB nurses. They found sparse evidence
of contact between IB nurses and trained Spanish nurses. Anton-Solanas and
colleagues were primarily interested in whether the IB nurses had a lasting
impact on Spanish nursing, but it is not a question they are able to resolve.
In a somewhat solipsistic argument they claim that: “the fact that the inter-
national nurses openly acknowledged both the general evolution of Spanish
nursing and the personal development of the Spanish women they had trained
reveals a qualitative change in nursing services as the war evolved.” They con-
clude that, despite the lack of supportive evidence, “the IB played their part in
shaping and advancing Spanish nursing through their work and example.”²⁷
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We fundamentally diverge from the arguments of Anton-Solanas and col-
leagues. Although we agree that the IB nurses infrequently encountered skilled
Spanish nurses, we disagree as to the conclusions that may be drawn from this
fact. The IB forces of 35,000 constituted only approximately 5% of the forces
fighting on the Republic side during the war. That leaves 95% of the Republi-
can forces and 100% of the rebel or Francoist forces who were served by Span-
ish medical and nursing teams. Furthermore, the cities, towns, and villages of
Spain continued to require the care of doctors, practicantes, nurses, and mid-
wives and, amid the desperation and chaos of war, that care continued as best
it could.²⁸ In order to examine the story of Spanish nursing missing from the
first person and secondary accounts of international volunteers, we will look
at Spanish nursing in three parts: before the Civil War, during the war, and its
aftermath.

Part 1: Spanish Nursing Before the Civil War

It can be safely assumed foreign nurses knew little of the system of training,
different types of licenses and programs that existed within Spain, nor did they
understand the complex role of male and female nursing orders in the coun-
try (see Table 1, Official designations of nurses in Spain). Spanish nursing
wasa particular mixture of highly skilled and professional religious and secu-
lar nurses, with state-based oversight for licensure that had been in place for
centuries.²⁹

In fact, Spain had conducted programs of education and training over-
seen by the national government since the 16th century, along with national
examinations of men and women nurses of the different categories (midwives,
bleeders, practicantes, and nurses). The practicante was a 19th-century initia-
tive and can be best described as a medical assistant with a highly indepen-
dent practice; these individuals tended to be male. Carmen Domínguez-Alcón
identified at least 67 manuals of instruction on nursing care in Spanish were
published in the 19th century³⁰ with a further 59 instruction manuals were
published between 1900 and 1936.³¹ The training of practicantes and midwives
was continuously and officially regulated in Spain since 1857 with the imple-
mentation of the Moyano Law, which regulated education across the coun-
try, the law that oversaw the modernization of the Spanish education system
in the mid-19th century. Even after the SCW, they were still appointed to
villages and cities as municipal employees with an obligation to provide free
of services to the poor.³²
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TABLE 1. Brief History of Nursing Licensing in Spain XIX to the Present Day

Designation Official Rules

Matrona (Midwife)
Practicante (Practitioner)

Both designations appear in the Moyano
Law, or Law of Public Instruction edict
(1857). This law replaced previous
regulations concerning programs and
exams for midwives, minor surgeons, or
“bloodletters,” and so forth. It introduced
a 2 year program of four semesters in
authorized centers with exams overseen
by medical schools. Subsequent official
decrees continued to regulate the studies
and practice of these professions in 1861,
1888, and 1904.

Enfermera (Nurse) Introduced in 1915 as an official
designation in line with midwives and
practicantes. Included religious and
secular nurses.

ATS (Technical Health
Assistant)

Decree of 4th December 1953, (BOE of
29th of December 1953) The decree
brought together former midwives,
practicantes, and nurses under a single
designation: Technical Health Assistant.
3 years of study. Graduates could
continue their studies in midwifery and
other specialties. Membership of the
College of Nursing required to work as a
nurse.

Diplomado en enfermería
(Diploma in Nursing)

On July 23, 1977 (BOE of August 22,
1977), the Technical Health Assistant
schools were transformed into university
schools of nursing. The new designation
was Diploma in Nursing (3 years study).
Applicants to Nursing required the same
requirements for University admission as
other studies (medicine, architecture,
pharmacy, etc.).

(Continued )Pdf_Folio:72
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TABLE 1. Brief History of Nursing Licensing in Spain XIX to the Present Day (Continued)

Designation Official Rules

Técnico en Cuidados
Auxiliares de Enfermería
(Technician in auxiliary
nursing care)

Commencing in 1996 auxiliary nurses
were formalized in Spain. These programs
are not university based and do not lead
to enrollment in the Professionals
Associations of Nurses (colegios
profesionales de enfermería) in each capital
of province. The Auxiliares de enfermería
support the work of the diplomate
College nurses.

Grado en enfermería
(Nursing Graduate)

From 2009, degree entry to practice in
Spain. The Grado en enfermería entails 4
years of study in conformity with nursing
programs in other European countries.

Note. Registration with the regional college or professional association (colegios provinciales
de enfermeria) was compulsory to work as a nurse. Religious nurses were not required under
law to qualify in the smae manner until 1953, although many in fact conducted nursing
schools and completed the same programs of study.

Religious nurses did not tend to undertake training as practicantes and
were forbidden until the mid-20th century to be involved in midwifery prac-
tice. Therefore their training tended to take place in their hospitals and, before
1915, in Italy. When training for nurses was regularized, along with midwives
and practicantes in 1915, religious sisters undertook the same preparation as
secular nurses.

Over the course of the 19th and 20th century, Spanish nursing continued
to evolve its licensure processes and increased the numbers of non-religious
nursing schools in the country. Although there is no single data source for the
number of trained nurses in Spain prior to the war, one can get a sense of how
many trained secular nurses there were at the outbreak of the war looking at the
various training programs and numbers of graduates sitting national examina-
tions. 18 years before the Civil War, in 1917, in addition to long-established
schools, the Spanish Red Cross, or Cruz Roja, established 32 schools of nurses
in Spain. The Schools developed their own manuals for theoretical and prac-
tical courses. In 1921 the Cruz Roja had 30 training centers of voluntary
nurses unpaid, who had trained to 729 volunteers nurses.³³ (See Table 2 for a
summary of the Leading Nursing Schools in Spain prior to the Civil War.)

By 1931 the number of women receiving instruction from Cruz Roja was
526.³⁴ That same year, 366 nurses took the first State examination of nurses at
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TABLE 2. Principal Schools of Nursing before the Spanish Civil War

Active City Name Observations
1896–1936 Madrid Escuela Santa Isabel de

Hungría en el Instituto de
Terapéutica Operatoria (St.
Isabel of Hungary School at
the Institute of Surgical
Therapy). The candidates
lived in and were subject to
strict oversight over the 3
years.

Destroyed during
the SCW

1914–up to
day

Madrid Escuela de enfermeras de la
Cruz Roja (Red Cross Nurses
School). They taught both
registered and volunteer
(unpaid) nurses.

In 1921 there were
Damas Enfermeras
de La Cruz Roja
(Ladies Nurses of
the Red Cross) in all
Spanish provinces

1917–2010 Barcelona Escola Universitària
d’Infermeria Santa Madrona
(Nursing School St.
Madrona).

Initially a 2-year
program (161
students)

1919–1923 Barcelona Escola Especial d’Infermeres
Auxiliars de la Medicina,
established by the regional
government.

2 years. Closed
during the Primo de
Rivera Dictatorship

1924- to
today

Madrid Escuela Nacional de Sanidad
(National Health School)

Established links
with the Rockefeller
Foundation,
(fellowships for 14
nurses and a
midwife between
1931 and 1936)

1929–to
today

Santander Escuela de Enfermería de la
Casa de Salud de Valdecilla
(School of Nursing of
Valdecilla)

2 years. The
students lived at the
school.

1931–1936 Barcelona Escola d’Infermeres de la
Generalitat de Catalunya
(School of Nursing of the
Government of Catalonia,
Spain)

2 years. The
students lived at the
school.
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the Faculty of Medicine in Madrid. In 1934 the Visiting Nurses Professional
Association, presided over by Mercedes Milá Molla, had 109 members.³⁵ At
the end of November 1936, the number of nurses in the official College of
Nurses of Catalonia, a region of Spain, was approaching five hundred. Between
1929 and 1936, 16,366 students in Catalonia applied to have their qualifica-
tions recognized. These included the three categories of nurse—nurses, prac-
ticantes, and midwives. In all 4,411 licenses were issued: 3,014 practicantes,
midwives 721, and 676 nurses.³⁶ In addition to these formally licensed nurses
under the Republic’s new national provisions for title recognition, there was
also an unknown number of nursing professionals who were covered under the
Moyano Law (1857), which was still in effect for all three categories of nurse
who had held their title since 1915.

By the 1930s, these modern nursing programs included instruction on
public health nursing. Spain, like many countries around the world, was influ-
enced by the rise of the American model of the public health nurse whose
main role was to work with communities and families.³⁷ This new nurse was
an educator and a change agent. Nurses on the left in the United States, such
as Lavinia Dock and Lilian Wald and their colleagues in the settlement move-
ment, set out to build supportive communities and promote health among
the poorest and most vulnerable members of society. This early 20th-century
movement, energized by the end of World War I and the influenza pandemic,
was still gaining momentum in the United States and Canada in the 1930s and
the nursing leadership in the United States, with the support of the Rockefeller
Foundation, saw it as a key advance for both society, in terms of addressing
the twin ills of ignorance and poverty, and for the nursing profession, as it
provided an autonomous and authoritative community role for nurses inde-
pendent of medical supervision and hospital hierarchies.

Nursing schools in Spain followed medical schools in the implementa-
tion of training programs for well-educated nurses with a strong foundation in
public health, health education, and disease prevention. This was the pattern
in the United States and Canada, no less than in Spain, and by the mid-1930s
the numbers of training centers for nurses run by the Cruz Roja or by univer-
sities attached to medical schools had multiplied. At the same time, the older
nursing schools based at the hospitals conducted by religious nurses contin-
ued to educate nurses who could qualify to meet the national requirements
for credential recognition as trained nurses. As in other countries, there was a
range of quality in such programs from the country’s best and most innovative
hospitals, to those with poorer standards of care.

So, despite the lack of precise numbers on trained nurses in Spain before
the war, we can be confident that there were many thousands of secular nurses
Pdf_Folio:75
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who were both trained and held the authorized title of nurse, practicante, or
midwife. We can also say with certainty is that neither the Nationalist nor the
Republican side had sufficient nurses, secular or religious, to meet demand at
the beginning of the war.

Part 2: Spanish Nursing During the War

Although nursing in Spain had been evolving and progressing in line with peer
countries during the first three decades of the 20th century, all of this was to
come to an abrupt end with the commencement of the Civil War. As gov-
ernment and rebel forces split the country along battle lines, the lives of reli-
gious nurses came under threat in government-held territory and many fled
to nationalist held regions. This alone would have constituted a major catas-
trophe for the provision of hospital care in the country but it was only the
beginning. It was impossible to fill the gap made by the departure of religious
nurses with fully trained secular nurses. Even before the war there had been
insufficient nurses to meet national needs and the ambitious health program of
the government had already deployed many nurses to its short-lived commu-
nity programs. Gauging the number of nurses during the war on both sides is
a challenge. However, in the Nationalist or Francoist zone, we have an idea of
the overall number of nurses as the war progressed as a result of the issuance,
in May 1938, of identity documents for 12,307 nurses and nurse assistants.³⁸
On the Republican side, we need to rely on first-person accounts such as those
of Gaston Levale, referring to Barcelona, who wrote: “There were 1,000 doc-
tors, 3,200 nurses, 330 midwives and six hundred dentists, working well and
imaginatively.”³⁹

The chaos and disruption of Civil War meant that there was a desper-
ate shortage of trained nurses. Both sides responded to this situation by the
creation of short specific programs for war nurses. On the Republican side,
a system of nurse training was established through trade unions and women
organizations.⁴⁰ On the Nationalist side, they prepared military nurses, as Pha-
lanx or the so-called Margaritas. The Cruz Roja trained nurses on both sides of
the conflict⁴¹ (see Figures 3 and 4). Martin and Ordonez describe how politi-
cally affiliated models of nursing burgeoned during the war, identifying nurs-
ing work as an opportunity for women to engage in the political life of the war.

Different models of nursing coexisted on the Republican side oriented by
the political values, such as those of the Anarchists, of Trotskyists, of com-
munists and of liberals and even on the Francoist side, included simultane-
ously royalist and Falangist women and others who supported traditionalist
ideologies.⁴²

Over the course of the war three types of Spanish nurses were introduced:
qualified nurses (or the equivalent as registration is not a term used in Spain),
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Figure 3. A row of nursing students walking down a street. Probably in Calle Cortes
(Today Gran Vía de les Corts Catalanes, 690). Calle Cortes housed a training center for
infermeras de guerra of the Free Women of the FAI (Iberian Anarchist Federation).
Barcelona, probably winter 1936–37. Photographer Pau Lluis Torrents (National Library
of Spain, with permission of the Torrens family).

nurses with “titles of war,” or infermeras de Guerra, who were graduates of
union or women organization’s short training programs (a few months), and
nursing aides or assistants (no training). Occasionally, individuals—Spanish
and foreign—without any preparation in nursing volunteered to help the
wounded and sick as nursing assistants. On the Republican side, writers,
artists, photographers worked as these type of nurses with the IBs.⁴³ On both
sides, Spanish nurses who wished to have their qualifications upgraded from
infermera de guerra to nurse, underwent further training programs and addi-
tional examinations in order to receive their official nursing certification.⁴⁴

An important collection of essays, Enfermeras de Guerra, edited by Anna
Ramio and Carmen Torres, published in Spanish in 2015, sets out the war
experience of thirteen Spanish nurses.⁴⁵ The work is divided into sections dis-
tinguishing between nurses who qualified before the war, nurses who under-
went training during the war as infermeras de guerra, and did not continue as
nurses at the end of hostilities, and nurses who commenced training during
the war and continued in the profession afterward. The women were inter-
viewed by a team of researchers as part of an extensive oral history project on
nursing during the war. The research highlights the diversity of backgrounds,
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Figure 4. A group of 26 students attending a practice class. Probably Barcelona. 1936–
1939. Reprinted with the permission of the National Library of Spain.

religious and political affiliations, education pathways, and subsequent lives of
these women. It also highlights the wide range of work they undertook during
the war, the diversity of training and mentorship provided and how the experi-
ence impacted their future. The women interviewed worked in major hospitals
in Barcelona, in rural areas, in maternal and infant care, surgery, tuberculosis,
anesthetics, and multiple other areas of practice.

Some of the most important insights and recollections provided by Ramio,
Torres, and colleagues deal with the transitions at the beginning and end of
the war. These nurses describe the extraordinary effort to fill the gap made by
the loss of so many religious nurses with the commencement of hostilities,
and the vital contribution of those nuns (in civilian dress and at great risk)
who remained in Republican-controlled areas in training the vast numbers of
women who responded to the radio call for volunteers to staff the hospitals
and clinics (see Figure 5).

Much was accomplished in those first months of the war when the Repub-
lican side needed to establish an entire military medical infrastructure of
advanced and rearguard hospitals. The lack of pre-existing infrastructure led to
creative innovations, such as the mobile operating clinics (see Figure 6), and
the mobile blood service that the Republican medical teams became famous
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Figure 5. Group of eight women. Text on the back of the photograph translates as: Old
Carmelite nuns, today nurses of the hospital of Andújar. Andújar (Jaén, Spain) 1936–1939.
Reprinted with the permission of the National Library of Spain.

for during the war, and were widely imitated in World War II. The transition
at the end of the war, when the Nationalist forces took control, was another
chaotic time. Although Spanish doctors and nurses were among the thousands
of exiles who departed under fire to France, many others held to their posts
and continued to work as the religious nurses took back control of the health
institutions across the country.

Further insight into the world of nursing during the war can be found in
Shining Beacons in the Darkness: Memories of Saving Lives during the Spanish
Civil War in Catalunya.⁴⁶ Published in 2013 in Catalan and English by Del
Memorial Democratic Generalitat de Catalunya, this work is combination of
first person and scholarly accounts of the healthcare and aid by doctors, nurses
and emergency workers, general citizens and foreigners during the war, the
very great dangers they faced both not only from the war directly, but from
their Republican colleagues should their loyalties ever be suspect.

One ugly challenge of Civil War that affected the availability of skilled
nurses and doctors was the difficulty in distinguishing enemy from friend. The
catastrophic shortage of nurses on both sides⁴⁷ was exacerbated by the debug-
ging of “politically suspect” civilian nurses. Depuradas was the term for nurses
and doctors in the Francoist area who were unable to practice because they
were considered politically suspect. On both sides of the conflict, there were
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Figure 6. Inside one of the treatment rooms where surgeons and nurses attended to the
wounded on a hospital train. Unknown place, probably 1936–1937. Photographer
Centelles. Reprinted with the permission of the National Library of Spain.

harsh measures for spies or fifth columnists, and this vigilance and paranoia
played out in every workplace, community, and sector throughout the coun-
try. In fact, nurses suffered greatly in this climate of suspicion because of their
access to the battlefront and to wounded men who may inadvertently reveal
classified information. On both sides, courses for nurses were introduced that
included ideological indoctrination and nurses had to demonstrate political
correctness to be permitted to work.

Republican nurse Ana Pibernat Caner’s memoir is rich in its detail of front
line service and typhoid fever nursing.⁴⁸ Pibernat was a graduate of the nurs-
ing program in Girona where she completed primary studies and 2 years of
nursing, achieving her license just before the commencement of the SCW. She
was one of the growing number of graduates from newly established schools of
nursing under the Second Republic, which were committed to public health
and in which the nursing profession was considered a major resource in their
programs for improvement of health in the population, with nurse-led com-
munity health programs.⁴⁹

During the war, Pibernat volunteered to the front line hospital located in
a train tunnel between Flix and Asco (Tarragona). She was also at the hospital
at Valls during the typhoid epidemic and at the end of the war participated in
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the evacuation of the wounded during the retreat: “from hospital to hospital”
to Figueras at the French border.⁵⁰ Trinidad Gallego Prieto, like Pibernat, was
an experienced and qualified nurse who had worked under the Second Repub-
lic before the war.⁵¹ Gallego was also a midwife and she had been actively
involved in implementing the Republican government’s reforms of maternal
care which shifted the model from punitive to supportive care for unmarried
pregnant women and new mothers. During the war, she was the head nurse
at the Hospital Clinico de San Carlos de Madrid which attended wounded
military and civilian patients.

Only one nurse of the thirteen profiled in the collection by Ramio and
Torres matches the profile of the willing “chicas” described in so many of the
recollections of the brigadists. Maria Sans Moyer, an infermera de guerra, was
stationed at a brigadist hospital and was trained by a British IB nurse.⁵² She
spent the war entirely with brigadist forces and was a veteran of the Battle of
Ebro. In fact, Maria Sans Moyer is believed to be the inspiration for Hem-
mingway’s character Maria, in For Whom the Bell Tolls.⁵³

If Sans Moyer exemplifies the nurse who is the subject of so many first-
person accounts by IB volunteers, Trinidad Gallego Prieto and Ana Pabernat
typify the new nurse of the Second Republic seldom encountered by the vol-
unteers. These nurses were well educated and professional, had a strong com-
mitment to justice and saw the important role the nursing profession had to
play in the reform and democratization of society.⁵⁴ They also typify the kind
of nurse that the dictatorship was determined to eradicate. The defeated Sec-
ond Republic had aligned a feminist reform agenda and the public health
agenda. They had recognized the potential for women to play a major part in
their social reform program both as leaders and workers, and nursing and mid-
wifery were key to the implementation of these reforms which directly affected
women and children. Following the war, the public health programs that had
been central to the Republic’s reform platform were abandoned.

Part 3: The Aftermath

As the defeat of the Government forces became more certain, the IBs formally
withdrew. This was a terrible time for the volunteers and for the nursing and
medical teams there was the additional trauma of abandoning not just col-
leagues and comrades, but patients. And as Europe descended into World War
II many of the volunteers found the door home closed behind them. The false
documents and illegal border crossings, which had been necessary to enter
Spain, made the return journey particularly difficult. For those volunteers from
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countries with fascist Governments, there could be no return for “red” volun-
teers. This was especially the case for those of Jewish ancestry.⁵⁵

For the defeated Spanish Republicans, the situation was also desperate.
Following the exodus under fire of tens of thousands of Spanish refugees to
France. Internment camps were established by the French government. These
camps had appalling conditions and accompanying high death rates from dis-
ease and exposure. Foreigners and Jews were handed over to the Gestapo fol-
lowing the German invasion of France in 1940. This was the fate of Austrian IB
volunteer Auguste Guttman, a nurse veteran of the Great War. Guttman had
arrived in Spain in August 1937 and remained until the evacuation of Catalo-
nia, a Republican stronghold, working at the Hospital at Villaneuva de la Jara.
She is believed to have died in Auschwitz.⁵⁶ The exiled nurse Aurora Fernán-
dez also left testimony of this hardship and human tragedy in her unpublished
memoirs.⁵⁷

Those who remained in Spain risked fierce retribution. In the violence and
recrimination that followed the Civil War, the experience of these doctors and
nurses very much depended on their political profile during the war (and that
of their families), and on luck. For some, the transition was very challenging
but in the end they simply kept working, for others there was no possibil-
ity of continuing their work as doctors and nurses. Republicans who survived
torture and imprisonment were forbidden to practice in their professions and
many were forced into exile.⁵⁸ Republican nurses faced humiliation as a “red”
women, along with the suspension of their nursing licenses under the Fran-
coist regime.⁵⁹ The young Spanish women who had been trained by the IB
nurses at improvised auxiliary nursing units at the hospitals were accused of
collaboration with the reds. They were prohibited from taking advantage of the
knowledge and skills they had learned as auxiliaries of foreign nurses, unable
to work as nurses after the war.

In February 1939 Ana Pibernat, along with four other nurses and an aban-
doned child crossed the Pyrenees. She returned to Spain in 1940 but was forced
to escape from her village to avoid violent retribution. Her nursing license was
invalidated under Franco and she was unable to gain permission to take the
new exam as several of her family members were in prison during the early
years of Franco’s dictatorship. Trinidad Gallego was imprisoned at the end of
the war, along with her mother and grandmother, and in and out of jail a total
of sixteen times. Each time she provided nursing and midwifery care to the
women and children in the jails. It was not until 1969, 30 years after the war,
that she was once again permitted to work as a nurse and midwife.⁶⁰ Infer-
mera de guerra, Maria Sans Moyer also fell victim to the persecution of “reds”
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that followed the war. With her father and brother in prison and her sister in
Argentina, San Moyer was forbidden from continuing in nursing.⁶¹

Unlike the boost in professional standing for nursing that took place post
World War II in the Allied nations, nothing remained of the high levels of
nursing skill and innovation practiced by the international nurses and their
colleagues in Spain. In fact, professional nursing took a backward step follow-
ing the defeat of the Republic.⁶² During the postwar period jobs for nurses in
hospitals, once again under the control of the Catholic Church and managed
by religious sisterhoods, were preferentially granted to the minimally trained
infermeras de guerra, on the Pro-Franco side. In this way, many nurses with lit-
tle education managed to enter the profession. At the same time curricula that
paid attention to primary healthcare, public health or community care, or any
specializations such as were advanced by nurses under the Second Republic,
were abandoned for decades.⁶³

Following the war, nurses who had qualified during the pre-war period
were required to have their credentials reviewed, perhaps reexamined, and to
obtain a certificate of good conduct.⁶⁴ And for the Republicans who remained
or returned to Spain during the Franco years, many sacrificed the possibility
of working as registered nurses, as they refused to undergo the humiliation
of reexamination and “Social Service” compulsory for women aged 17 to 35
years. The latter was a means of control and immersion in the Francoist ide-
ology and obligatory for women, the equivalent of national service for men,
prior to applying for any official documentation such as a passport or driving
license.

With the victory of conservative forces, the reformist agenda of the Repub-
lic was turned back and its nascent initiatives eradicated, along with the pro-
grams that supported contraception and gave women significant rights for
divorce and custody of children. The professionalized, university educated,
public health-focused professions of nursing and midwifery were considered
suspect and antithetical to the values of the church and patristic state under
Franco.

In the decades following the war, as the turmoil of transition and rebuild-
ing hospitals and healthcare began, there was a clear need for significant reform
of the system. Like the Republic before it, the Dictatura needed to modernize
its systems and to improve the education and skill of the health workforce to
meet the needs of 20th-century healthcare. Furthermore, because of the com-
plexity of the postwar period which facilitated the integration of infermeras
de guerra, on the victorious nationalist side, and excluded so many qualified
nurses who had been in the Republican sector, the level of knowledge and skill
among nurses was no longer standardized until 1953.
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As Siles argues with respect to both Spain and Latin America, authori-
tarian or dictatorial regimes with their emphasis on conservative patriarchal
values, result in diminished professional status for nursing.⁶⁵ Not only were
republican or suspect nurses banned or forced to undergo ideological based
training, but the profession itself became the target of social reengineering
under Franco. In 1953, the dictatorship responded to the demands of hospital
development and expansion to reform the education and professional standing
of nurses. The previously distinct categories of nurses: midwives (matronas),
practicantes, and nurses (enfermeras) were consolidated into a single program
and certification process under a new title. In 1953, the titles of “nurse” (enfer-
mera) and “midwife” (matrona) were downgraded to “Assistant Health Tech-
nician” (Ayudante Técnico Sanitario, ATS), a title that was highly unpopular
with the majority of nurses and midwives and yet remained in place until 1977
after the death of Franco. Students of ATS were divided by gender. Female
students attended training schools with mandatory boarding, and the curricu-
lum was specifically oriented by gender to reflect the values of the patristic
state.⁶⁶ The ATS program did succeed in raising the entry requirements from
the postwar low and improved the level of preparedness of the hospital work-
force. However, it also made clear that the sole aim of these new health workers
was to be auxiliary to and a support for medicine.⁶⁷ Under the close direction
of the Women’s Section of the Falangist Party, the Church, and the medical
profession, nursing education was stripped of all professionalizing sentiments
and infused with the patristic values of the regime and devoted to subservience
to medicine and the Catholic state.⁶⁸ Nursing had to wait until the death of
Franco to reemerge as a full profession under the titles of nurse (enfermera)
and midwife (matrona) once more. With the passing of the dictator, all nurs-
ing studies were instated at the University level as Diplomados en Enfermeria
(Nursing Diplomates; See Table 1).

Conclusion

The scholarly renaissance in interest in the SCW in the 80s and 90s, particu-
larly from British and American historians, led to a surge of publications on
the topic of the war and the role of brigadists—men and women.

One of the casualties of this narrative was the story of Spanish nurses. The
grim portrayals of the conditions of Spanish hospitals have been taken as reflec-
tive of the actual state of Spanish nursing, rather than the state of volunteer
nursing in wartime. Such views have reified foreign expertise at the expense of
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their Spanish colleagues and shaped both the internal and the external view of
the profession and healthcare in Spain prior to the war.

The story of nursing in Spain during the war is a complicated history that
divides republican and nationalist sides. The Catholic Church had long played
a central role in Spanish society and in the postwar period it regained a strong
presence in education and healthcare. What the IB nurses and volunteers wit-
nessed during the chaos of the Civil War was a profession sundered by pro and
anti-clerical ideologies at war. The Civil War ruptured the profession with the
losers the secular, university educated public health nursing movement which
took some 50 years to recover.

Given this subsequent course of events, we argue, it is indeed worth under-
standing both the context and impact of the apparent absence of professional
nursing and skilled nurses during the SCW by the very many writers from all
over the world who have written on the war. It seems that Catalan nurse Ana
Pibernat was correct when she lamented “We are the nurses no-one remem-
bers.”⁶⁹ Under Franco such remembering was forbidden. Under the Pact of
Oblivion it was discouraged. Only now, as so many of the nurses are gone, are
their stories beginning to surface and nursing under the Second Republic, that
important period in Spanish nursing history, can become part of the narrative
of nursing and of women in 20th-century Spain.
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