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“EL HOMBRE QUE ESTABA ALLÍ”

THE MAN WHO WAS THERE

AUDIO

Greetings to all our listeners from Latin America, from London, and from the British Broadcast Corporation.

INSERTO (00.44): BBC, 9th of May of 1944. Text by Antonio Soto.

The journalist Manuel Chaves Nogales is dead. I’ve gone through very bad moments in life but I can ensure this is one of the gloomiest ones.

A few days ago he told me, speaking about our beloved Spain: “If Spanish people ever abuse their freedom, let’s give them more freedom. The evils of freedom are only to be healed by freedom itself.”

The great journalist is dead, because Manuel Chaves Nogales was nothing else in his life but this: a journalist.

NARR

This is Manuel Chaves Nogales.

It’s a good photograph, because it tells a lot about the character. He smokes nervously, as if he’d want to finish up his cigarette in one drag and quickly start the next one.

Orwell once said that to see what is in front of one’s nose requires a constant struggle. It wasn’t so for Chaves. That’s what he did best. Watch, see and tell.

That was his job. All he ever did.

But keeping track of him isn’t easy, because his words were always annoying, in a totalitarian world where you had to choose between two sides so as to avoid being left alone and forgotten… And that, Chaves, didn’t manage to do. He chose his own path…

INSERTO (02.50): THE MAN WHO WAS THERE

Chaves used to write with an Underwood, to smoke a lot – Lucky without filter –, ,he had a British style, wearing bow-ties and pinstriped suits.

He was an important man who left behind lots of writings and still, today it is hard to remember his face. His name disappeared for decades.

ATRAPIELLO

INSERTO (03.37): Andrés Trapiello. Writer.

“It’s strange that for 50 years nobody has ever asked himself what has become of Chaves. In a detective story that would be the first thing that would catch our attention.”

NARR

Almost all of those who ever met Chaves are dead. The only clues he left about his life are hidden in newspapers, books, photographs and letters.

His story began in Seville, during the last days of the nineteenth century.

AUDIO RADIO

When he was a child, his father, chief editor of “El Liberal de Sevilla”, used to take him to the newspaper headquarters. At the age of eighteen he was already the chief editor of “El noticiero sevillano”.

Later he ran “La voz de Córdoba” and from there he moved to Madrid.

All by himself, fighting like a titan, he soon became chief editor of “Heraldo de Madrid”, a newspaper that had a print run of barely 5,000 copies when he arrived and he help it raise rapidly to about 100,000.

MCINTAS

INSERTO (04.44) María Isabel Cintas. Biógrafa de Chaves Nogales.

Chaves’ approach to journalism was slightly different from the journalism of his time, which was pretty much done in editorial offices. Chaves performs on the streets, not at the newspaper’s offices. Besides the fact that he was also one of the first journalists to chase after the news using the plane, which was something absolutely unusual at that time.

NARR

Chaves was fascinated by planes. He was a pioneer of air travel. But back then flying was as unusual as dangerous.

On Thursday the 19th of July of 1928 the “Heraldo de Madrid” announced this: Chaves wanted to be the first journalist to go around Europe and the Soviet Union by plane. His boss approved the idea and gave him 500 pesetas. Seeing the amount of money, the young editor in chief complained.

MCINTAS

And he told his boss: “How I am supposed to be travelling through Russia for two months with this?” And his boss answered: “Have it your way… With your press card and your personal skills you should do very well”.

NARR

With those 500 pesetas and a learnt lesson, Chaves took off.

Some weeks later, a terrible piece of news was spreading through the office: the plane had crashed and there was no sign of Chaves.

No word from him for a whole month. Till one day a telegram filled with irony arrives.

They read it at the office:

“From the far end of a hamlet in the Caucasus, where I find myself lost, with very little money left and even less hope of finding a way out, I’m sending you a big hug. I’m in a village named Sovoroska, in front of the Elbrus, let’s see if some geographer of the newspaper can find me” Signed: “Chaves”.

The geographers did their job and the Heraldo broke the news: Chaves is alive, living among evil spirits in the place where Noah’s Ark landed.

The journalist has become a celebrity. His signature is a raising value and the businessman Luis Montiel hires him with the mission of making the best Spanish newspaper ever.

The boy from Seville is now part of the direction of the newspaper “Ahora”. He’s becoming a celebrity.

JMREVERTE

INSERTO (06.56): Jorge Martínez Reverte. Periodista.

The newspaper “Ahora” was actually a best-seller. This depended much on Chaves himself, not only as an editor in chief but also as a well-read journalist who had many followers. He had a remarkable influencing capacity.

NARR

Those were the golden years.

He is always in the right place to cover the news. He earns a reputation as an adventurer journalist, very committed and true to the facts.

He knows how to get informed, he wins people over and his articles sell lots of newspapers.

He walks on the carpets of European palaces and on the desert’s sand with the same ease. He’s in the barrack hut and in the offices, close to peasants and to presidents.

The journalistic report is his genre. His territory, the world. And his job: walking and telling.

AMMOLINA

Walking and telling. It’s wonderful to travel around, looking carefully, listening to people, and asking… Compare it with literature, with a big part of the contemporary literature. It’s so different and fresh and very much like what’s being done now.

ATRAPIELLO

I think that’s Chaves’ journalistic style. He who tells the world is also telling himself but he is careful not to do so in the first person because he is a discreet person, someone who never tries to impose himself on anyone, he never wants to have the last word because he knows there’s no such thing as the last word.

INSERTO (08.26): THE BEGINNING OF A NEW ERA IN SPAIN

INSERTO (08.33): In Madrid, in front of the Puerta del Sol, the euphoric but pacific crowd acclaims the Republic.

NARR

Those were the years of the Republic. There was freedom, diversity and hope for a future of equality among people. Those times matched Chaves’ ideas and gave voice to the people.

But in Europe a very different music was being heard.

In 1933 Chaves performs one of his greatest jobs. He travels to Germany in order to tell his readers what all that national socialism was about.

There he saw what nobody was capable of: the persecution of the Jews, the militarized youth in the labor camps, the strict control of the ideas… and he looked in the beast’s eyes:

AMM: LECTURA 1

“When I requested an interview with Doctor Goebbels, who in my opinion is the most interesting figure of the new Germany, including in this subordination of interest Hitler himself, they obviously set some restrictions. Being a citizen of the…”

NARR

The deal was making three questions and reproducing them entirely, but that didn’t refrain Chaves from describing the person in front of him like this:

MOLINA 


He is a ridiculous, bizarre kind of man. With his small raincoat and his crooked leg, he has been for 10 years the laughing stock of the liberal journalists. I think he never wears the brown shirt, but underneath his ridiculous little raincoat he wears the tightest combat jacket in all Germany. He belongs to that stiff race of sectarians, of men devoted to an ideal which makes them shoot their fathers if they get in their way. 

NARRATOR 


With those words he made an enemy who would never forget about him and that, years later, would knock on his door.

TRAPIELLO 


What surprises us about Chaves is that in such a short life he made and saw so much where nobody else saw anything. 

NARRATOR 


In those days of 1933, Chaves saw in the eyes of Goebbels, in Hitler’s speeches and in the children dressed as soldiers who enjoyed harassing jews, that the Nazism would soon suffocate Europe. But what he could not see with such certainty was that the shooting range of that total war would be Spain. That was hard to see then, when at home the days were full of hope, creativity, Republic, love and family.

CHAVES 


I see a lot of what you can see in a picture. A man with messy hair. Deep blue eyes. A loving man who supported me, who spoke to me continuously. He wanted to teach me. At first, when I was little he did so, but later, when the thing with Ahora started, we rarely saw him. He travelled a lot. Most of the time I didn’t realise he had gone anywhere. My mother simply said, “Dad is not here”, and that was all. But when he came back, everything was a big party... He used to take us to Retiro park on Sundays, play with us, come to the beach in Santander when he could in summer... He sometimes told me when I contradicted him, “Pilar, you don’t want to make me sing, do you?”, because he was tone-deaf. And I tell you, I was a girl until he died. At that moment I suddenly grew up.

NARRATOR 


Those were the days in which he could almost grasp the revolutionary aim. But his own aim was that of the individual revolution, which Chaves expressed in the story of El Maestro Martínez, a flamenco gipsy during the Russian Revolution, and also in his most famous book: the life of the bullfighter Juan Belmonte.

CINTAS


For Chaves, the revolution was not that of the anarcho-syndicalism, but the personal change of the individual, confronting his destiny and overcoming it. For him, Belmonte is an example of a revolutionary.

NARRATOR 


Chaves was behind Belmonte, behind El Maestro Martínez. He was always inside of what he wrote about. But to see him, you had to know how to look for him, because he was never in the first line. To find him, you had to look among the people, that was where he appeared. He looks excited and applauds in front of the president of the Spanish Second Republic the day he took the oath of office. He doesn’t know that a camera is watching him and that he barely fits in the scene. These are the only existing moving images of Manuel Chaves Nogales and belong to the day he cherished his revolutionary aim. That goal of peaceful and personal revolution is what Chaves could see through his window. But what was approaching was completely different. Spain started to shake before his eyes.  

REVERTE


The organisation of the red army in Asturias. I go over each of the little villages in the mining area of Asturias. Where I’m allowed, I try to speak to the prisoners. Where I’m not, I question their mothers and wives who invariably whimper and curse in despair around the police stations. At the foot of the altars, still steaming...

NARRATOR


In 1934, the miners in Asturias raised in arms and cornered the Republic.

REVERTE


It’s a slow and painful task, but what has happened in Asturias won’t be known with accuracy until there are meticulous surveys like the one I am making through the Asturian villages.

NARRADOR


Chaves carries out the same coverage as usual. Clinging to his notepad and walking amidst the people, he comes to a discouraging conclusion.

REVERTE


I remember how he told, for example, the story of a little village where the miners, who had risen up, had taken the Guardia Civil station and established a libertarian communism system. He then made a survey about libertarian communism. He came to a terrifying conclusion: nobody knew what libertarian communism was. What they only knew was that they had to put an end to the authority. From that moment on, they didn’t know how to continue.

NARRATOR


Totalitarian regimes will be the death of the Republic and ignorance their deadly instrument. Asturias was the general rehearsal for the bloody opera to come. Chaves was able to see that. What we find paradoxical now is that he himself stayed close to the man who would definitely raise the curtain and to whom the Republic had ordered the repression of the miners. Spain had become a place of revolts, murder and revenge. The Republic was tottering and Franco was already making his move. Chaves’s newspaper had warned about this. 14th of July, 1936. Two dead people appear in the front page: Calvo Sotelo and Lieutenant Castillo. Two factions divided by a thin line. That was the margin for hope. The margin in which Chaves lived.

MOLINA


Lieutenant Castillo and Calvo Sotelo had been murdered on Sunday 12th. On Monday there was no newspaper, only La Hoja del Lunes. On Tuesday Ahora came out, and inside this paper there was an editorial demanding good sense, defending the Republic and condemning the two crimes with the same moral and political rage. What surprises us about this man is that, in those circumstances –not in retrospective- in those circumstances, he kept his mind clear, an elegant style and a political lucidity completely incorruptible.

NARRATOR


Four days later, the Civil War breaks out. The workers in Ahora, now turned into cooperatives, choose Chaves as comrade editor. The meetings become assemblies and the newspaper becomes an organ of propaganda. Madrid is besieged. There are rigid directives. No faction accepts that people have their own opinion.

CINTAS


If we also take into account that the newspaper’s editorial department was in the frontline... Some colleagues considered him to be a deserter because he left the newspaper and went away.

REVERTE


There is a moment, on the 6th of November, when he considers his commitment extinguished as the government leaves. That means he was exhausted and that personally he must have reached the limits of his strength because he had been threatened.

CINTAS


In the prologue to A sangre y fuego, he wrote that both factions were looking for him to kill him. Both of them considered that he was likely to be shot.

CHAVES


He was a hundred percent republican. When the government left, he left too.

“Author’s prologue. I was what sociologists call a liberal, petty bourgeois, from a democratic parliamentary republic…”

Writing those words must not have been easy for Chaves. They belong to the prologue of <A Sangre y Fuego>, one the best and most splendid books written about the Spanish Civil War. 

From exile, the author confesses for the first time.

 He says:

 “I left when I was convinced that everything was lost and that there was nothing left to save, when terror didn’t let me live and I was drowning in blood. Mark you, in my desertion the blood flowing from the hands of the murderers that stroke red terror in Madrid weighted as much as that from Franco’s airplanes, murdering innocent women and children. Neither Nationalists nor Republicans have anything to reproach against the other part...”.

“Neither Nationalists nor Republicans have anything to reproach against the other part. Idiots and murderers could be found and acted with identical profusion and intensity in both factions that shared out Spain.”

“This prologue was written, I believe, around January 1937. In that moment, not to opt for any political slogan, not to give in to sectarianism, not to give in to fanaticism, and to state something terrible like saying that he’s not interested in the War because, whatever the score is, it will result in a dictatorship, either communist or fascist… That is courage!”

“He’s telling us very important things, for the first time he’s opening his heart to us, speaking from his heart. Despite this, the things he has already said are of such magnitude that they can’t be ignored, such as those he will say in the future. He has been ignored for these things, pushed aside.”

Chaves continues:

 “I became an expatriate when I convinced myself that nothing that wasn’t contributing to the War itself could be done for Spain. I ended, naturally, in a Parisian slum. To get over the distress of expatriation and earn myself a living, I took up writing again and little by little I’ve been building up love for my old trade as a narrator. “

“Starting from 1936 he has to rebuild himself as a journalist and as a character. Everything he does is an act of creativity, a struggle, because he has no one to back him up, no one to enfold him, not a political party nor any other kind of resistor. Chaves was a man on his own.”

In Paris, Chaves reinvents himself as a journalist and is able to provide for his family.

 But another war is at bay. The old enemy that never forgot him is knocking soon on his door.

World War II has started. France is the next target and Chaves doesn’t miss the opportunity to write about what he is witnessing: the downfall of France.

“The analysis he does on 1941’s France is startling because it continues to be valid. He does this in the moment in which things are taking place. And his capacity of analyzing and synthesizing is amazing.”

Chaves writes about the demoralization of the quartered troops, and of an aging military and political class. Society divides itself and France falls without combat.

 The German army enters triumphantly in Paris and it is then when tip offs, Nazi’s arrests and depuration commence.  

Chaves is in the Gestapo’s blacklist and he knows that they’re coming for him. His arrest is imminent.

“We never feared not seeing him again, and suddenly, the Germans were there. At that time he instructed me very clearly not to leave any papers lying around, because the Germans were coming for him, and to light up the fireplace and burn everything: books, articles, papers... And so we did, we burned all his possessions.

 We were alone. He left one morning with his coat and his briefcase under his arm, and we never saw him again.”

 His family goes back to Spain. These letters are the only thing Pilar keeps of his father. They’re signed with a false name to evade Franco’s censorship. Chaves speaks a lot in them about loneliness, and he asks a lot about Juncal, the daughter he never got to know.

It’s the toughest time of his life, but it’s also when he gets to grasp the heart of modern journalism: London.

“England is the place in the world for Chaves Nogales. He always admired England and English journalism. So he achieved the goal that he had chosen for himself. He achieved this: to have an office like Atlantic Pacific on Fleet Street, London’s press street. And from that office he is broadcasting to the rest of the world, to all Latin America.”

He is, again, a renowned journalist. He also works for the BBC. And under the Nazi’s bombing, from the giant hospital London has turned in, he informs about World War II.

“Moreover, he ends up in a position that must mean real happiness to him, that is, he can take sides in a conflict with no problem whatsoever with the cause.”

 It’s 1944. The Allies prepare the final invasion. D-Day is getting close.

Chaves was preparing for sure to cover Hitler’s downfall. He would have laid foot on the continent with the Allies’ troops and probably gotten to Berlin. He would have written about all of it. But Chaves is weak. He falls ill. He is hospitalized. He has an operation and it doesn’t turn out well…

“BBC’s Station in London:

 He arrived in England when the Germans had already taken Paris. And from here on his constant obsession was to unite all Spanish speaking countries under the ideals of freedom and justice defended by the Allies.”

“Reality is even sadder: Manuel Chaves Nogales knows that he’s going to die and that he’s not going to witness the realization of that for which he had been fighting from the start, even before the Spanish War begun. And that’s an incurable injustice. That IS injustice… That is to say, there are injustices that have no remedy.”

“Not even four days ago, feeling his death on the way, he told me: It’s horrible, I’ve been eight years waiting to see how Fascism is overcome and I’m going to die right when the Allies are about to invade Europe and free it from its oppressors.”

 “And so it was, this is how the journalist Manuel Chaves Nogales fell, as a fighter from freedom whom only death could defeat.”

 “The great journalist is dead, because Manuel Chaves Nogales was nothing else in his life but this: a journalist.”


