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Over the course of these case studies, I have begun to uncover the
impact and context of Jean Watts’s journalistic writing on the Spanish
Civil War. I read Watts in the context of the Canadian press’s
relationship to international reportage on the Spanish Civil War, and of
the way that Canadian foreign correspondents were supported in their
journalistic roles while in Spain. The singularity of her experiences
emerges in comparison to other Canadian foreign correspondents like
Ted Allan and Henning Sorensen. The commonalities between Watts’s
journalism and that of other female journalists like American journalist
Martha Gellhorn evince the emergence of communities of female war
correspondents that predate those that emerged during the Second World
War. Situating Watts’s writing within these various contexts contributes
to a new understanding of the international field of journalism during the
Spanish Civil War.

Watts’s writing is the least studied aspect of her contributions to
Canadian culture and I have attempted to provide some corrective to that
lacuna here. However, one direction in which future research may lead is
towards Watts’s continued resonance across the writing and histories of
the participants in the Spanish Civil War. Alongside the recovery of the
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work of women during the conflict, we must contend with the way that
those women are described in the stories about them that survive. For
instance, historical accounts of Watts’s cultural contributions generally
focus on two aspects of her life: her sexuality and her bombastic,
iconoclastic nature. To briefly take up the former, Watts’s bisexuality
features prominently in the memoirs of her life-long friend, Dorothy
Livesay, and Watts became known for gender-bending performance in
her theatrical work. Her fellow journalist Ted Allan frequently
speculates in his diaries that Watts’s motivation to dislike Dr. Norman
Bethune was due to her jealousy that Bethune did not find her attractive.
Allan does not substantiate this claim, nor does he explain its relevance.
In fact, he glorifies Bethune’s sexuality where he vilifies Watts’s.
Allan’s glorification of Bethune’s sexual exploits parallels biographical
treatments of Bethune’s life such as the National Film Board production,
Bethune (1964), in which Bethune’s virility is as much a cause for
celebration as his political commitments. The gendered dynamics of
women’s portrayals in these historical and autobiographical accounts
deserve further research. What might we learn about gender in the
Spanish Civil War when we consider Watts’s resonance across historical
accounts of the Canada and the Spanish Civil War? As discussions of
her sexuality and gender performance has been woven into historical and
scholarly accounts alike, how is it significant that Watts’s peers would
filter their accounts of her through a heteronormative, if not

homophobic, lens?
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These questions are particularly exigent in light of recent research
about the political commitments of female combatants and participants
in the war. In contrast to previous scholarship that cast women’s
participation as largely apolitical (Fyrth and Alexander), the activities
and writings of figures like American nurses Salaria Kea and Thyra
Edwards shed new light on the complex motivations and politics of
women participating in the Spanish Civil War. Watts is no exception.
Ironically in Watts’s case, the political motivations for Watts’s
participation, combined with her gender performance, have occasioned
one of the most persistent erroneous anecdotes in history and
scholarship. In one of Ronald Liversedge’s memoir manuscripts, Watts
demanded to be enrolled with the Mackenzie Papineau Battalion as there
were at that time no women enrolled with the Battalion. Scholar Larry
Hannant, in his foundational historical work on Watts’s involvement in
the war repeats this anecdote from the manuscript; he likewise describes
Watts “bursting into the Canadian Cadre Service at the International
Brigades headquarters” (153) to the amusement of Liversedge, who then
worked for the Cadre office. Although Watts has become famous for this
particular anecdote, its basis in the historical record is shaky at best.

Specifically, Watts has difficulty either recalling Liversedge or
anything remarkable about her induction into the Mackenzie-Papineau
Battalion. Watts states that she “can’t remember ever having any lovely

ceremony, like take one step forward or anything. I know I got my pay

! See Anne Donlon’s forthcoming chapter, “Thyra Edwards’ Spanish Civil War Scrapbook and Black Women’s
Internationalist Life Writing,” in To Turn this Whole World Over: Black Women'’s Internationalism during the
Twentieth Century, eds. Tiffany M. Gill and Keisha N. Blain.



EmiLy Murpny | 4

book and I guess I signed documents. There wasn’t anything memorable
at that time” (Watts, “Interview” 17:22). Watts’s interviewer asks how
she “managed” to become an ambulance driver (15:38), as Watts’s time
driving an ambulance and fulfilling a typically masculine role in the war
is one of the singular aspects of her participation. But Watts saw nothing
particularly remarkable about becoming an ambulance driver, as she
“simply asked whether they’d take a driver” (15:38), concentrating on
the tricky nature of the drivers’ test rather than on her intentions to
subvert gender norms. Watts has trouble remembering Liversedge,
exclaiming, “Oh, that’s where I must have known Liversedge, because I
know his name” (24:06). Whether or not Watts might have been
memorable to Liversedge, neither Liversedge nor the manner in which
Watts was inducted into the International Brigades were memorable to
Watts.

Similarly, the publication history of Liversedge’s memoir indicates
that Liversedge did not wish to publish this anecdote about Watts. Two
editors worked on Liversedge’s memoir: first, [rene Howard worked
with Liversedge in the 1970s, then, David Yorke worked with
Liversedge’s estate in the 2000s, many years after Liversedge’s death.
According to Yorke, Liversedge rescinded his manuscript from Howard,
“somewhat uncomfortable with the extent of Irene Howard’s revisions”
(23). The anecdote of Watts’s insistence upon joining the International
Brigades was among those that Yorke omitted from the published
version of the memoir, and the original interview tape that contains the

anecdote has not been found. Yorke makes a particular effort to note
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that, “while some aspects of it appear accurate, other details seem
inconsistent with the record” (196).

If this account has a shaky standing in the historical record, across
Watts’s recollections, the publication history of Liversedge’s memaoirs,
and the historical due diligence of Liversedge’s editor, why has it had
such potent resonance amongst researchers? The answer may lie in how
the anecdote compellingly depicts Watts as exceptional—the only
woman in the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion—and invested in a
performance of strong, ‘New Woman’ femininity. If we are to
understand how the dynamics of gender shaped the experiences of
women in the Spanish Civil War, whether as journalists, nurses, or
combatants, we must also account for the ways that narratives about
their exceptionality, their sexuality, and their femininity continue to
resonate through the voices of their contemporaries. We must also
interrogate how we as contemporary researchers may begin to unravel
these various aspects of the experiences of women in the Spanish Civil
War.



EmiLy Murpny | 6

Works Cited

“[Advertisement].” Daily Clarion 1 Apr. 1937. Microform. The Daily
Clarion 2 (1937).

Allan, Norman. Ted Allan: A Partial Biography. N.d. Accessed 9 Feb
2016. Web.
http://www.normanallan.com/Misc/Ted/nT%20ch%201.htm

Allan, Ted. “Introduction.” Hello Canada. 1937. Canada and the
Spanish Civil War Project. Accessed 13 Sept 2016. Web.
http://spanishcivilwar.ca/islandora/object/islandora%3A31eed935-7
41b-46b4-a556-bab2b2d32302#page/48/mode/2up

---.This Time a Better Earth. New York: W. Morrow, 1939. Print.

---. The Scalpel, The Sword: The Story of Dr. Norman Bethune. New
York: Monthly Review Press, 1973. Print.

Anderson, Sarah. “Obituary: Martha Gellhorn.” The Independent 17
Feb. 1998. Obituary. Print.

Bishop, Ted. Riding With Rilke: Reflections on Motorcycles and Books.
Toronto: Viking Canada, 2005. Print.

Bornstein, George. Material Modernism: The Politics of the Page.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge UP, 2001. Print.

Butler, Nancy E. Mother Russia and the Socialist Fatherland: Women
and the Communist Party of Canada, 1932-1941, with specific

reference to the activism of Dorothy Livesay and Jim Watts.

Dissertation. Queen’s University 2010.


http://www.normanallan.com/Misc/Ted/nT%20ch%201.htm
http://www.normanallan.com/Misc/Ted/nT%20ch%201.htm
http://spanishcivilwar.ca/islandora/object/islandora%3A31eed935-74fb-46b4-a556-bab2b2d32302#page/48/mode/2up
http://spanishcivilwar.ca/islandora/object/islandora%3A31eed935-74fb-46b4-a556-bab2b2d32302#page/48/mode/2up
http://spanishcivilwar.ca/islandora/object/islandora%3A31eed935-74fb-46b4-a556-bab2b2d32302#page/48/mode/2up
https://qspace.library.queensu.ca/bitstream/1974/6213/3/Butler_Nancy_E_201011_PhD.pdf

EmiLy MurpHy | 7

https://gspace.library.queensu.ca/bitstream/1974/6213/3/Butler Nan
cy E 201011 PhD.pdf

“Communist Party Issues 5-Point Program for Spanish Aid Week, May
30—1June 9” Daily Clarion 21 May 1937. Microform. The Daily
Clarion 2 (1937).

Cunningham, Valentine. The Penguin Book of Spanish Civil War Verse.
Hammondsworth, UK: Penguin Books, 1980. Print.

Dell’Orto, Giovanna. “‘Memory and Imagination Are the Great

Deterrents’: Martha Gellhorn at War as Correspondent and Literary
Author.” The Journal of American Culture 27.3. Print. 303-314.

Donlon, Anne. “Thyra Edwards’ Spanish Civil War Scrapbook and
Black Women's Internationalist Life Writing,” in To Turn this
Whole World Over: Black Women's Internationalism during the
Twentieth Century, eds. Tiffany M. Gill and Keisha N. Blain.
Forthcoming. Print.

Doyle, James. Progressive Heritage: The Evolution of a Politically
Radical Literary Tradition in Canada. Waterloo, ON: Wilfred
Laurier UP, 2002. Print.

Edwards, Julia. Women of the World: The Great Foreign
Correspondents. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1988. Print.

Filewod, Alan. “Performance and Memory in the Party: Dismembering
the Workers’ Theatre Movement.” Essays on Canadian Writing 80
(Fall 2003). Print. 59-77.

Fyrth, Jim and Sally Alexander. Women'’s Voices From the Spanish Civil
War. London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1991. Print.


https://qspace.library.queensu.ca/bitstream/1974/6213/3/Butler_Nancy_E_201011_PhD.pdf
https://qspace.library.queensu.ca/bitstream/1974/6213/3/Butler_Nancy_E_201011_PhD.pdf

EmiLy MurpHY | &

Gellhorn, Martha. The Face of War. New York: Atlantic Monthly Press,
1988. E-reader version. Print.

Gerassi, John. The Premature Antifascists: North American volunteers
in the Spanish Civil War, 1936-39.: An Oral History. New Y ork:
Praeger Special Studies, 1986. Print.

Hannant, Larry. “‘My God, are they sending women?’: Three Canadian
Women in the Spanish Civil War, 1936-1939.” Journal of Canadian
Historical Association 15.1 (2004). Print. 153-176.

Jump, Jim. Poems from Spain: British and Irish International Brigaders
on the Spanish Civil War. London, UK: Lawrence and Wishart Ltd.,
2007. Print.

Kelly, Brendan. “Ted Allan, ‘missing man of Canadian letters’.” The
Gazette Montreal, QC. 6 Mar. 2002. Print.

Liversedge, Ronald. Mac-Pap: Memoir of a Canadian in the Spanish
Civil War. David Yorke, ed. Vancouver: New Star Books, 2013.
Print.

Livesay, Dorothy. Journey With My Selves: A Memoir, 1909-1963.
Toronto: Douglas and Mclntyre, 1991. Print.

---. Right Hand Left Hand: A True Life of the Thirties: Paris, Toronto,
Montreal, The West, and Vancouver. Love, Politics, the Depression
and Feminism. Erin, ON: Press Porcepic Ltd., 1977. Print.

“Madrid Is Calling!” Daily Clarion 1 May 1937. Microform. The Daily
Clarion 2 (1937).

Matthews, Geoffrey J. Et al. Historical Atlas of Canada: Volume II:
Addressing the Twentieth Century. Toronto: U Toronto P, 1987.



EmiLy Murpay | 9

Mcdowell, Edwin. “Virginia Cowles, 68; Reported on Europe For
Nearly 50 Years” New York Times 20 Sept. 1983. Obituary. Print.

McKay, Ian. Rebels, Reds, Radicals: Rethinking Canada's Left History.
Toronto: Between the Lines, 2005. Print.

McNaught, Carlton. Canada Gets the News: A Report in the
International Research Series of the Institute of Pacific Relations.
Toronto: The Ryerson Press, 1940. Print.

Miall, Leonard. “Obituary: Helen Kirkpatrick Millbank.” The
Independent 8 Jan. 1988. Obituary. Print.

Monteath, Peter. Writing the Good Fight: Political Commitment in the
International Literature of the Spanish Civil War. Westport, CT:
Greenwood Press, 1994. Print.

Moorehead, Caroline. Martha Gellhorn: A Life. London: Vintage, 2004.
E-reader version. Print.

Ryan, Oscar. Eight Men Speak: A Political Play in Six Acts. Toronto:
Progressive Arts Clubs of Canada, 1934. Print.

Orwell, George. “Homage to Catalonia.” Orwell in Spain. Peter
Davison, ed. London, UK: Penguin Books, 2001. Print. 28-2135.
Peck, Mary Biggar. Red Moon Over Spain: Canadian Media Reaction to
the Spanish Civil War, 1936-1939. Ottawa, ON: Steel Rail, 1988.

Print.

Petrou, Michael. Renegades: Canadians in the Spanish Civil War.
Vancouver: U British Columbia P, 2008. Print.

Pike, David Wingeate. France Divided: The French and the Civil War in
Spain. UK: Sussex Academic Press, 2011. Print.



EmiLy Murpay | 10

Rifkind, Candida. Comrades and Critics: Women, Literature, and the
Left in 1930s Canada. Toronto: U Toronto P, 2009. Print.

“Ruth B. Cowan, 91, A.P. Correspondent During World War I.” New
York Times 6 Feb. 1993. Obituary. Print.

van den Berg, Ryan. “Ted Allan: This Time a Better Earth and ‘Salud

Nortamericanos!’” Canada and the Spanish Civil War Project.
Web. [Not yet published. ]

Watts, Jean. “Bethune Escapes Death: Deadly Fascist Machine-Gun
Barrage Trained on Canadian Ambulance Unit at Guadalajara.” The
Daily Clarion 12 Mar. 1937. 1. Microform. The Daily Clarion 2
(1937).

---. “Clarion Correspondent Sees Spain Rebuilding in Midst of
Warfare.” The Daily Clarion 5 Mar. 1937. 2. Microform. The Daily
Clarion 2 (1937).

---. “Doctor Bethune’s Unit Reorganized Covers All Fronts: Project
Given Official Stamp of Ministry of War.” The Daily Clarion 3
Mar. 1937. 1. Microform. The Daily Clarion 2 (1937).

---. “Fascist Shells Slay Civilians of Madrid” Daily Clarion 21 May
1937. 1. Microform. The Daily Clarion 2 (1937).

---. “Says Science Must Aid Spain: Dr. Mueller joins Bethune Medical
Unit; great Service rendered.” The Daily Clarion 22 Mar. 1937. 1.
Microform. The Daily Clarion 2 (1937)

Watts, Jean, Charlie Boylan, and Victor Hoar. Jean Watts Interview.
Casette Tape. Victoria, BC, 1975. Dorothy Livesay Records. British
Columbia Archives.



EmiLy Murpny | 11

Weisbord, Merrily, dir. Ted Allan: Minstrel Boy of the 20th Century.
Ted Allan and Christopher Plummer, perfs. Canada. 2002.

“Who Did What In the Clarion Drive.” Daily Clarion 21 May 1937.
Microform. The Daily Clarion 2 (1937).

© 2016 by Emily Murphy



