Setting the Record Strai ght on John Langdon-Davi es: the Joan G i
Menorial Lecture 2002.

In the course of his lecture on Owell to the Angl o-Catal an
Society, Dr M quel Berga nakes a nunber of references to John
Langdon- Davi es whi ch m srepresent his thinking and his work. W
thank the Angl o-Catal an Society for offering us this space in
which to state our objections. These are not a matter of ideol ogy,
but are directed at Berga's incorrect and unsavoury portrayal of
Langdon- Davi es, to the extent of associating himwth the
persecution suffered by political dissidents follow ng the events
of May 1937 in Barcelona. For reasons of space it has not been
possi ble to cover every point, so we hope readers will consult the
| i nked docunents where they can see the facts for thensel ves.

Al t hough Berga has al ways been over-fascinated by Langdon-Davies's
relati onship with conmuni sm he appeared at the tinme of his
doctoral thesis and the biography (John Langdon-Davies (1897-
1971): una biografia angl o-catalana) to share his subject's

awar eness of the confusion of factions and ideas surrounding the
events under discussion, a nuddl e which has not been sorted out to
this day. Langdon-Davies, except for his hatred of fascism stood
as far apart as possible fromthis ideol ogical conflict.

Many peopl e today do not fully understand the concept of fell ow
traveller. In Langdon-Davies's case, as in that of thousands of
intelligent and concerned people, it could be taken to nean 'a
left-wing intellectual with Marxist |eanings who is not a nenber
of the Communi st Party'. In the thirties, as Langdon-Davi es saw
it, there was nowhere else to go. He was a fellow traveller
before, during and after the civil war, which he saw as a fight,
ideally a united fight, against a fascist uprising. Al though he
adm red the spontaneous response by the workers' organisations to
this uprising, he very rightly foresaw that international fascism
posed a serious threat for the whole of Europe and felt that this
was not the nonent for social revolution. This was his persona
conviction and had nothing to do with any blind adherence to a
party line; he was perfectly capable of thinking for hinself,
which is why he was a fellow traveller and not a party nenber. |If
everyone with simlar convictions qualified as a Stalinist, we
woul d have to include such unlikely candi dates as Conpanys,

Mont seny or even Azafa hinsel f.

Owell took a different stance from Langdon-Davies, and it could
be argued that he was influenced in this by his connection with
the POUM In defending this organisation fromthe w despread
attacks and ultimate repression it suffered he systematically
rejected anything in the least critical of it, including Langdon-
Davi es's account of the fets de maig for the News Chronicle.

Qut of this difference, Berga has built up a 'polemc’ which he
uses as a pivot in his homage to Owell. In fact, he gives it nore
i mportance than the two witers thenselves did. What is nore, he
presents matters entirely fromOwell's standpoint. But a polemc
i nvol ves argunent, or discussion, whereas in fact the 'textua
battl e' Berga nentions did not extend beyond a fewlines. It is
noti ceabl e that when witing in defence of the POUMin the



Soci ali st Forumin August '37 Owell nmakes no nention of Langdon-
Davies or his article. Neither did Langdon-Davi es make any further
significant reference to Owell. So there was no 'polemc', no
"wounds healing slowy' and certainly no 'political and literary
victory' such as Berga clains for Orwell against Auden.

Berga's faith in Owell's infallibility seenms to exceed the
latter's own. In Homage to Catalonia Owell warns his readers that
he may be m staken, a warning which is repeated and extended in a
letter to Frank Jellinek in Decenber '38:

"l have no doubt that | have nade a | ot of m stakes and m sl eadi ng
statenments, but | have tried to indicate all through that the
subject is very conplicated and that | amextrenely fallible as
well as biassed...l entirely agree with you that the whole

busi ness about the POUM has had far too nuch fuss nmade about it
and that the net result of this kind of thing is to prejudice
peopl e agai nst the Spani sh governnent...Actually, |I've given a
nore synpathetic account of the POUM"line" than | actually felt,
because | always told themthey were wong and refused to join the
party. But | had to put it as synpathetically as possible, because
it has had no hearing in the capitalist press and nothing but
libels in the left-wing press...

In a lecture on Owell in Catalonia, this illunm nating passage
woul d have added a |ot. But instead Berga chooses to fill his

| ecture-space with fal se conjecture about Langdon-Davi es whi ch add
not hi ng.

Berga's bias is all the nore surprising since he previously gave
the inpression that he had di scovered in Langdon-Davies a nore
reliabl e observer than Owell and one with a first-hand

under standing of the political situation and events in Catal onia.
For the purposes of the centenary, however, he forsakes the inmage
of soneone who 'no mlita en cap partit i manté gairebé senpre una
actitud d' observador intel.ligent i critic, malgrat |es seves
sinpaties'. Did Berga feel obliged to switch all egi ances because
of the circunstances?

Owell's "instinctive hatred of intellectuals' (p. 14) together
with his unreliability in the reporting of facts have | ong been
recogni sed, and one should be wary of these limtations. But Berga
has all owed hinself to be |l ed badly astray in the conposition of
his Il ecture. In order to strengthen his presentation of Owell, he
has witten an account of Langdon-Davies which is factually

i ncorrect and, by conjecture and innuendo, dishonest and

of fensi ve. He should acknow edge this with particular reference to
the foll ow ng points:

.9

n Berga's biography Langdon-Davi es notes the changes in Barcel ona
i no les valora pas negativanent..., a ell el preocupa, sobretot,
| "inpacte que esta representant |'arribada massiva de refugiats a

Cat al unya', which was the primary reason for this visit. In the

| ecture, Berga deduces from Langdon-Davi es's observations that he

"has noved fromhis initial fascination with Catal an anarchismto

- —



an ever-closer siding with the theses of the Conmunists'. This
far-fetched deduction, a conplete non sequitur, shows how little
he has understood of Langdon-Davies's |ong-standing interest in
anar chi sm

p.12

Wiy was it 'm schievous' of Langdon-Davies to describe the POUM as
Trot skyi st? This was no machi avel lian fabrication; the term has

al ways been widely used by witers of all persuasions to refer

| oosely to any non-orthodox form of Communi sm One can even find

i nstances of the termused by POUM sts in reference to thensel ves.
It may, with half a century's hindsight, be inaccurate, but it is
certainly not 'a way of saying that there is full justification
for the effort under way, determned by Stalinist strategy, to
pursue and capture the POUM | eader, Andreu N n, and ot her

di ssidents'. This statenent woul d probably be actionable if
Langdon- Davi es were alive today and it should be renoved fromthe
publ i c donai n.

p.12

What Berga calls a 'lengthy, patient and detailed refutation' by
O wel | of Langdon-Davies's account of events is in fact two pages
of hair-splitting and a rather crude attenpt at ridicule. The rest
of that chapter is devoted to a defence of the POUM agai nst
general char ges.

a) There is no suggestion in Langdon-Davies's article that
anyone waited for the eneny to build a barricade before attacking.
He descri bes how buil dings were barricaded as it becane cl ear that
fighting was |likely to break out. QOoviously no-one was going to
start shooting froman undefended position.

b) Langdon- Davi es does not put the effects before the cause
as Owell clains. The poster he speaks of (or leaflet, if you
prefer) reveals the prevailing attitude of certain groups who
openly opposed the CGeneralitat and were calling for an uprising.

c) The pacos were active throughout the Republican zone.
Langdon- Davi es correctly explains to his readers who they were.
There was no need for anyone who was even mnimally informed to
"ask them if they were fascists. Owell's attenpted irony
suggests he either did not know what was going on or sinply w shed
to mslead his readers. If anyone is so naive as to swallow this
sort of nonsense, they hardly deserve to be taken seriously.

p. 12

In the biography and in his introduction to La setmana tragica de
1937, Berga says that Langdon-Davies di sm sses Honage to Catal oni a
inafewlines. For the Owell centenary this beconmes 'a couple of
mal i ci ous sentences directly inspired by the comruni st orthodoxy
of the nonent...Owell is a poor, m sguided devil who is incapable
of accepting revolutionary discipline, nmeaning, naturally, that
the tiresone “purists” fail to understand that the end justifies

t he neans, however squalid these mght be'. First of all, honest
criticismis not malicious, which inplies the intention to do



harm Secondly, we once again see Langdon-Davi es's persona
convictions attributed to an orthodoxy he did not even subscribe
to. And thirdly, there is nothing 'natural' about Berga's

"squal id" concl usion.

p. 13

For two years, Langdon-Davies published nothing wwth politica
overtones. Wen he did so he gets a condescendi ng pat on the head
fromBerga with the words ' Langdon-Davies will becone a fervent
anti-Stalinist' (our italics). There is nothing in his witings or
actions to suggest he had ever been otherw se and this damagi ng

i nnuendo shoul d be corrected.

p. 15

Langdon- Davi es i s supposed to see hinself in Owell's satirica
description of the 'good party man'. A 'good party man' is a
menber of the Communi st Party, which Langdon-Davi es was not, so
this comment begins with an assunption which is known to be untrue
and goes on nost offensively to a personal denigration of
character.

p.17
In his critique of Homage to Catal onia, Langdon-Davies is
apparently '...providing reassuring argunents to the mlitants who

have to carry out or connive at the dirty work demanded by the
circunstances in accordance with the party line'. Does Berga
really think this interpretation is an honest one? It fits in wel
with his lecture, but not with the facts, and it certainly bears
no resenbl ance to any comment, opinion or utterance made in the
course of conversations between Berga and Langdon-Davi es's w dow.

It is not the task of the serious researcher to fill the gaps he
finds with partisan conjecture, but Berga does exactly this,
denonstrating his conplete failure to get inside his subject. If
he had taken the trouble to speak at greater length to those who
knew John Langdon- Davi es personally, his picture of himm ght have
been nore accurate.

Common decency demands that Dr Berga shoul d acknow edge these
m srepresentations and that they should be elimnated fromthe
Angl o- Cat al an Soci ety's website.

Li nks:

http://ww. arrakis. es/ ~al d/ newschroni cl e. ht m John Langdon- Davi es' s
article for the News Chronicle, 10 May 1937.

http://ww. arrakis. es/ ~al d/ ht cap. ht m George O well's 'refutation
of John Langdon-Davi es's account, fromthe appendi x to Homage to
Cat al oni a.

http://ww. arraki s. es/~al d/jpnotes. ht m Notes on the Joan G i
Menorial Lecture, by J.L. Pal ner.



