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PENGUIN BOOKS

HOMAGE TO CATALONIA

‘One of the most influential English writers of the twentieth century’ Robert
McCrum, Observer

‘A prophet who thought the unthinkable and spoke the unspeakable, even
when it offended conventional thought’ Peter Grosvenor, Daily Express

‘He saw through everything because he could also see through himself.
Many writers and journalists have tried to imitate his particular kind of
clarity without possessing anything like his moral authority’ Peter Ackroyd,
The Times

‘Orwell’s innocent eye was often devastatingly perceptive…a man who
looked at his world with wonder and wrote down exactly what he saw, in
admirable prose’ John Mortimer, Evening Standard

‘Matchlessly sharp and fresh…The clearest and most compelling English
prose style this century’ John Carey, Sunday Times

‘The great moral force of his age…It is impossible not to be elated by his
literary and political writing – and enraged by what he was up against…the
most lovable of writers, someone whose books can make the reader long for
his company’ Geoffrey Wheatcroft, Spectator

‘The finest English essayist of his century…He made it his business to tell
the truth at a time when many contemporaries believed that history had
ordained the lie…His work endures, as lucid and vigorous as the day it was
written’ Paul Gray, Time



ERIC ARTHUR BLAIR (George Orwell) was born in 1903 in India, where his
father worked for the Civil Service. The family moved to England in 1907
and in 1917 Orwell entered Eton, where he contributed regularly to the
various college magazines. From 1922 to 1927 he served with the Indian
Imperial Police in Burma, an experience that inspired his first novel,
Burmese Days (1934). Several years of poverty followed. He lived in Paris
for two years before returning to England, where he worked successively as
a private tutor, schoolteacher and bookshop assistant, and contributed
reviews and articles to a number of periodicals. Down and Out in Paris and
London was published in 1933. In 1936 he was commissioned by Victor
Gollancz to visit areas of mass unemployment in Lancashire and Yorkshire,
and The Road to Wigan Pier (1937) is a powerful description of the poverty
he saw there. At the end of 1936 Orwell went to Spain to fight for the
Republicans and was wounded. Homage to Catalonia is his account of the
civil war. He was admitted to a sanatorium in 1938 and from then on was
never fully fit. He spent six months in Morocco and there wrote Coming Up
for Air. During the Second World War he served in the Home Guard and
worked for the BBC Eastern Service from 1941 to 1943. As literary editor
of Tribune he contributed a regular page of political and literary
commentary, and he also wrote for the Observer and later the Manchester
Evening News. His unique political allegory, Animal Farm, was published
in 1945, and it was this novel, together with Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949),
which brought him world-wide fame.

George Orwell died in London in January 1950. A few days before,
Desmond MacCarthy had sent him a message of greeting in which he
wrote: ‘You have made an indelible mark on English literature…you are
among the few memorable writers of your generation.’



Answer not a fool according to his folly, lest thou be like unto him.
 Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he be wise in his own conceit.

Proverbs xxvi. 4–5



Chapter I

In the Lenin Barracks in Barcelona, the day before I joined the militia, I
saw an Italian militiaman standing in front of the officers’ table.

He was a tough-looking youth of twenty-five or -six, with reddish-yellow
hair and powerful shoulders. His peaked leather cap was pulled fiercely
over one eye. He was standing in profile to me, his chin on his breast,
gazing with a puzzled frown at a map which one of the officers had open on
the table. Something in his face deeply moved me. It was the face of a man
who would commit murder and throw away his life for a friend – the kind
of face you would expect in an Anarchist, though as likely as not he was a
Communist. There were both candour and ferocity in it; also the pathetic
reverence that illiterate people have for their supposed superiors. Obviously
he could not make head or tail of the map; obviously he regarded map-
reading as a stupendous intellectual feat. I hardly know why, but I have
seldom seen anyone – any man, I mean – to whom I have taken such an
immediate liking. While they were talking round the table some remark
brought it out that I was a foreigner. The Italian raised his head and said
quickly:

‘Italiano?’
I answered in my bad Spanish: ‘No, Inglés. Y tú?’
‘Italiano.’
As we went out he stepped across the room and gripped my hand very

hard. Queer, the affection you can feel for a stranger! It was as though his
spirit and mine had momentarily succeeded in bridging the gulf of language
and tradition and meeting in utter intimacy. I hoped he liked me as well as I
liked him. But I also knew that to retain my first impression of him I must



not see him again; and needless to say I never did see him again. One was
always making contacts of that kind in Spain.

I mention this Italian militiaman because he has stuck vividly in my
memory. With his shabby uniform and fierce pathetic face he typifies for
me the special atmosphere of that time. He is bound up with all my
memories of that period of the war – the red flags in Barcelona, the gaunt
trains full of shabby soldiers creeping to the front, the grey war-stricken
towns further up the line, the muddy, ice-cold trenches in the mountains.

This was in late December, 1936, less than seven months ago as I write,
and yet it is a period that has already receded into enormous distance. Later
events have obliterated it much more completely than they have obliterated
1935, or 1905, for that matter. I had come to Spain with some notion of
writing newspaper articles, but I had joined the militia almost immediately,
because at that time and in that atmosphere it seemed the only conceivable
thing to do. The Anarchists were still in virtual control of Catalonia and the
revolution was still in full swing. To anyone who had been there since the
beginning it probably seemed even in December or January that the
revolutionary period was ending; but when one came straight from England
the aspect of Barcelona was something startling and overwhelming. It was
the first time that I had ever been in a town where the working class was in
the saddle. Practically every building of any size had been seized by the
workers and was draped with red flags or with the red and black flag of the
Anarchists; every wall was scrawled with the hammer and sickle and with
the initials of the revolutionary parties; almost every church had been gutted
and its images burnt. Churches here and there were being systematically
demolished by gangs of workmen. Every shop and café had an inscription
saying that it had been collectivized; even the bootblacks had been
collectivized and their boxes painted red and black. Waiters and shop-
walkers looked you in the face and treated you as an equal. Servile and even
ceremonial forms of speech had temporarily disappeared. Nobody said
‘Señor’ or ‘Don’ or even ‘Usted’; everyone called everyone else ‘Comrade’
and ‘Thou’, and said ‘Salud!’ instead of ‘Buenos días’. Almost my first
experience was receiving a lecture from an hotel manager for trying to tip a



lift-boy. There were no private motor cars, they had all been
commandeered, and all the trams and taxis and much of the other transport
were painted red and black. The revolutionary posters were everywhere,
flaming from the walls in clean reds and blues that made the few remaining
advertisements look like daubs of mud. Down the Ramblas, the wide central
artery of the town where crowds of people streamed constantly to and fro,
the loudspeakers were bellowing revolutionary songs all day and far into
the night. And it was the aspect of the crowds that was the queerest thing of
all. In outward appearance it was a town in which the wealthy classes had
practically ceased to exist. Except for a small number of women and
foreigners there were no ‘well-dressed’ people at all. Practically everyone
wore rough working-class clothes, or blue overalls or some variant of the
militia uniform. All this was queer and moving. There was much in it that I
did not understand, in some ways I did not even like it, but I recognized it
immediately as a state of affairs worth fighting for. Also I believed that
things were as they appeared, that this was really a workers’ State and that
the entire bourgeoisie had either fled, been killed, or voluntarily come over
to the workers’ side; I did not realize that great numbers of well-to-do
bourgeois were simply lying low and disguising themselves as proletarians
for the time being.

Together with all this there was something of the evil atmosphere of war.
The town had a gaunt untidy look, roads and buildings were in poor repair,
the streets at night were dimly lit for fear of air-raids, the shops were mostly
shabby and half-empty. Meat was scarce and milk practically unobtainable,
there was a shortage of coal, sugar, and petrol, and a really serious shortage
of bread. Even at this period the bread-queues were often hundreds of yards
long. Yet so far as one could judge the people were contented and hopeful.
There was no unemployment, and the price of living was still extremely
low; you saw very few conspicuously destitute people, and no beggars
except the gipsies. Above all, there was a belief in the revolution and the
future, a feeling of having suddenly emerged into an era of equality and
freedom. Human beings were trying to behave as human beings and not as
cogs in the capitalist machine. In the barbers’ shops were Anarchist notices
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