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An izran (song) sung by Regulares destined for the Spanish Civil War: 
 
 

 
Ghaghwadh r-hazzam-inem, ghani khas r-mdhim-madh  

Nishnin nughur ghar Spanya animmidh.  

Guard your belt and put another one over it,  

For we are going to Spain to die. 

 

Aspanya ghars r-‘adhu, ibddan dh-ibillajen 

Franku dh-arukhu hasi tim‘awwajen! 

Spain has a bloodfeud, and its ‘villages’ are divided,  

Franco and the ‘Reds’ are both fighting for them! 

 

Aspanya dh-ishshur, Madhrir i‘ammar 

Axsigh arhimm i-shim a bu-hbir ir‘amar!  

Spain is crawling, and Madrid is full 

I am sorry for you, in my spirit and in my soul! 

 

—David Hart, “The Aith Waryaghar of the Moroccan Rif” 
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Prologue 

Hunger has been the force behind [humanity’s] onward march. Hunger is still the source of 
mankind’s energies, good or bad, the reason for its advance, the origin of its conflicts, the 
justification of its conscience and the currency of its labours. 
 

—Maguelonne Toussaint-Samat, “A History of Food” 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

vi 



This is a story about soldiers—some of whom disdain blemished tomatoes. Speckled and 

blistered, they were the kind that choosy shoppers discard. But, this was war, where thrift is king. 

More than this, in this war, food was just about the most precious commodity a soldier could 

come by. One American reporter framed the war in the following culinary terms: “[t]his war will 

be won partly on olive oil, and [one side has] most of it.”1 This was a war where “allegations of 

mutton” formed a welcome troika with rice and oil.2 There, drinking water was never a 

given—and the water from canned tomatoes would sometimes have to suffice.3 Soldiers happily 

chowed on lentil soup with meat and potatoes when they could get it.4 Better still were the rare 

deserted meals of fleeing officers, replete with “warm” coffee and cognac, left to a mass of 

hungry foes—or the glimpses at cosmopolitan life behind the frontlines, where full cafes, 

sumptuous plates (“fish, meat, and vegetables” included) accompanied brimming sweet shops.5 

In the meantime, bonfires, where troops gathered to chat and roast tomatoes, onions, and rice 

took their place.6  

Near such a fire, where a group of soldiers were heating water for tea, a large tomato had 

been thrown away. Its skin was scabbed, but its discoverer—a reporter—gladly peeled and ate 

the “perfectly clean” tomato.7 Who were these soldiers who could afford to toss a still edible fruit 

during wartime? Huddled around a kettle, they were a small party of Moroccan 

Regulares—indigenous troops imported to the Spanish Civil War’s battlefields. Their interaction 

with an otherwise insignificant, blemished tomato is more revealing than immediately apparent. 

The troops have long been typified as skittish, hungry, faceless masses—roving the Spanish   

7 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 127. 
6 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 134. 
5 Watson, Single to Spain, 120. 
4 Keith Scott Watson, Single to Spain, (E.P. Dutton and Co., 1937), 31, 104. 

3  Harold G. Cardozo, The March of a Nation: My Year of Spain’s Civil War (Right Book Club, 1937), 105; 
Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 139. 

2 Cecil Gerahty, The Road to Madrid (Hutchinson and Co., 1937), 84. 
1 Hubert R. Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar: A Warlog of the Spanish Revolution (David McKay, 1936), 37. 
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wastes with little to sustain them. One recorded encounter with a single tomato is not enough to 

categorically define the average Regular’s relationship to the fruit—or food during the Spanish 

Civil War. However, it does provide three potential morals: food was important in the war, these 

Regulares were well fed, and they possessed the latitude—and confidence that another meal was 

imminent—to throw away food during wartime. One side of the war had famine.8 The other had 

more oil, full vineyards, plenteous wine, much fish—and troops who sometimes threw away 

tomatoes.9 

 

9 Gerahty, The Road to Madrid, 151, 57, 73, 151, 114. 
8 Watson, Single to Spain, 255. 
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Introduction 

 
Self-consciousness is faced by another self-consciousness; it has come out of itself. This has a 
twofold significance: first, it has lost itself, for it finds itself as an Other being; secondly, in doing 
so it has superseded the other, for it does not see the other as an essential being, but in the other 
sees its own self. 
 

—Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, “Phenomenology of Spirit” 
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As in the search for most absolutes, the expedition for the first truly modern war has 

raised more questions than answers, leaving bruised historians in its wake. Oddly, few have 

proffered Andalusian crests and Extremaduran fields as its site. Most grasp at those wars that 

precede World War I, ever leaping toward modernity’s anterior—wherever that is. However, the 

very idea of modernity’s cusp is tenuous. The French poet Henri Meschonnic described 

modernity as a truly “nascent state, indefinitely nascent [ . . . and e]ndlessly beginning again.”1 

For him, modernity was that which “skirts the cemetery of fossil concepts with which we are 

encumbered,” creating a sort of deafness in its percipient.2 Modernity is the birth pangs. It is the 

new begotten of the old. Yet, it is not altogether rid of the old and will one day become old itself. 

In short, it abhors stasis. Modernity prizes agency, redefinition, and affinity. By these terms, the 

Spanish Civil War was a modern war—neither most, nor least, but certainly not medieval. 

The Spanish Civil War (1936–1939) was the carnal proving ground for an ideological 

clash of nascent versus antique. The world, induced by a cocktail of hope and despair, turned its 

eyes upon the Iberian peninsula to see political credos race like horses. Republicans fought 

Nationalists. Neighbor warred with neighbor. One favored a political system over another, loved 

or hated the Catholic Church, respected or disdained the King. Republicans—a largely urban, 

coalition of socialists, communists, anarchists, and liberals—defended the short-lived Second 

Spanish Republic. The Spanish intelligentsia and the working-class rallied for a fight backed by 

the Soviet Union and dominated by hatred for Francisco Franco. The latter helmed the 

Nationalists, initially a cadre of the disaffected military establishment—but eventually a broader 

conservative coalition of falangists (fascists), royalists, Catholics, and other traditionalists. All 

2 Meschonnic, et. al., “Modernity Modernity,” 401–30. 

1 Henri Meschonnic, et. al., “Modernity Modernity,” New Literary History 23, no. 2 (1992): 401–30, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/469243. 
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were caught in the crosshairs. The battlefield meshed Europe’s newest warfighting technology 

with pre-medieval weaponry. Its strategy and tactics were a similar hodgepodge. Eventually, 

Franco and the Nationalists won, setting into motion a repressive thirty-six year dictatorship 

(1939–1975).3 Its victors and atrocities were—at minimum—an inconvenient recidivist blip in 

Hegelian historical progression.4 Such dynamism and internal dialectic were distinctly modern.   

 The Nationalists’ 90,000-strong Moroccan force, seemingly paradoxical to most 

observers in its conception and presence, was just one part of the patchwork of old and new that 

made up the Spanish Civil War. Yet, they were arguably among its most critical players. The 

Daily Express’s Noel Monks reflected that it was an “established fact” that the Nationalists’ 

“revolt would have been [quickly] crushed” without the speedy addition of Moroccan Regulares 

(as the force was known) to the Spanish peninsula.5 The Australian reporter was not alone in his 

assessment. His contemporaries—and the war’s historians—have similarly situated the arrival of 

Moroccans as the war’s linchpin. Still, little attention has been given to what generated such 

potency beyond their sheer number. In a less complex war, their presence, efficacy, and 

motivations might have been reduced to those of medieval mercenaries: faceless, expendable 

numbers.  

5 Noel Monks, Eyewitness: The Journal of a War Correspondent (Shakespeare Head Press, 1945), 65. 

4 The Spanish Civil War’s iteration of modernity made the ‘end of history’ look farther, not nearer. It was the ‘this’ 
in the proverbial ‘we are better than this.’ See Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (Free Press, 
2006). An onlooker to the war, Henry Buckley’s thoughts are worth including here: “I hold the opinion that the 
democratic system adopted by the Republic when King Alfonso left the country was in no small part responsible for 
Spain’s tragedy. Democracy was tried and found wanting. Why did it fail? Surely now more than ever we who 
to-day are engaged in what is perhaps the greatest struggle ever entered on by our Empire should analyse and study 
the reason for Democracy’s failure? Only a few weeks before we once again found ourselves at war with Germany, 
Lord Baldwin sounded a warning note to Democrats in a speech made in New York. He pointed out that Democracy 
could only survive as a system if it were constructive in character. In saying this the former Prime Minister stated a 
fact which however obvious it may seem to be, is only too often overlooked. A political system is not good just 
because the principles behind it are good. It is only good if it resolves the political and economic problems with 
which the nation which uses it is faced.” See Henry Buckley, Life and Death of the Spanish Republic (Hamish 
Hamilton, 1940), 9  

3 His regime was characterized by national Catholicism, which Franco adopted as the official state ideology. 
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Yet, theirs was no ordinary war. In 1937, one year into the Spanish Civil War, an Austrian 

observer prophesied that the war would come to a political—not military—end. He reasoned that 

“[b]oth armies are extremely weak numerically; their technical outfit is limited and their 

command lacks military experience.”6 The resultant battlescape was far more than “guerilla 

warfare with modern flourishes,” as Kluckhohn dubbed it.7 It was modern. McCullagh called it 

the war between town and country.8 Both sides lacked men and armaments, particularly in the 

war’s earliest months. Republican defenders had the benefit of thickly walled medieval towns, 

highly defensible villages, and labyrinthine metropolises. When their strongholds fell, they just 

as quickly populated the “natural forts” of Spanish hills and mountain passes. Anything like an 

established frontline was almost nonexistent, shifting “daily and often undefined.”9 Spain’s vast 

network of well-paved roads ferried attackers’ charges and defenders’ flights with a rapidity rare 

for a war of its time.10 Aided by road, countryside, and the very nature of ‘civil war,’ Spanish 

combatants easily melted into average villagers. After all, many of them were villagers, their 

affinities and military service defined more by the contours of the war’s ever-shifting Nationalist 

and Republican ‘Zones’ than by any sort of inspired fealty. Friend and foe were often 

distinguishable only through assumption, interrogation, salutes, uniforms, or makeshift garment 

alterations.11  

 In what was the most informationally rich war to its date, “each military headquarters 

11 War correspondents depict an almost trigger happy population, ready to flash Nationalist or Republican salutes at 
every checkpoint, doorway, village, or car door. Geoffrey Cox’s journey through Spain reads as one long salutation 
magnetizing raised fists wherever his car was seen. See Geoffrey Cox, Defence of Madrid: An Eyewitness Account 
from the Spanish Civil War (Otago University Press, 1937), 74, 145, 189. 

10 McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 46. 
9 McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 46. 

8 Francis McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain: Being the Experiences of an Irish War-Correspondent During the Great 
Civil War Which Began in 1936 (Burns, Oates, and Washbourne, 1937), 7. 

7 Frank L. Kluckhohn, “Death in the Afternoon―and at Dawn,” in The Spanish Civil War, ed. Gabriel Jackson (The 
New York Times, 1972), 45. 

6 Franz Borkenau, The Spanish Cockpit: An Eyewitness Account of the Political and Social  
Conflicts of the Spanish Civil War (University of Michigan Press, 1963), ix. 
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[could know] from minute to minute what [was] going on in its territory” through Spain’s largely 

intact, “American-constructed telephone system that reache[d] almost every village.”12 Though 

often underutilized, such informational affordances paced each side’s usage of call-to-order 

capabilities, aiding the precision and thrift of shelling, air raids, and troop movements. It also 

meant that movements, events, and atrocities were more easily communicated to the rest of Spain 

as well as a watching world. 

Tanks, bombers, fighter airplanes, anti-aircraft guns, armored vehicles, and heavy 

artillery—imported by both sides’ allies—shifted the technological balance of power in any 

given engagement. Grenades, machine-guns, repeating rifles, and even knives made chance 

encounters deadly. By the war’s later stages, the war’s ‘modern flourishes’ also included the 

stalemate of trench warfare and pitched siege. In the long interim before Madrid and Barcelona 

fell, troops traded fire from tenement buildings, concrete-bolstered trenches, and narrow city 

streets. Still, in the restless countryside, troops patrolled high mountain crests and Andalusian 

plains, hunting their opponents. It was a war that demanded a highly-mobile force that could be 

trusted with one of the most diverse problem-sets a non-global war could offer.  

General accounts of the Spanish Civil War and histories of antisemitism during the same 

period have offered varying levels of attention to the Moroccan soldiers. Landmark accounts of 

the Spanish Civil War writ large have tended to treat the Moroccan force as peripheral at 

best—fascinating, but footnoted. Hugh Thomas’ work, often revered as the pièce de résistance of 

Spanish Civil War history, epitomized this phenomenon.13 Thomas mentioned Moroccan soldiers 

as critical to the war’s outcome, but left unanswered questions as to why they were there, how 

13 See Hugh Thomas, The Spanish Civil War, rev. ed. (Modern Library, 2001), 206, 265. 
12 Kluckhohn, “Death in the Afternoon―and at Dawn,” 47. 
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they fought, and who they were. Similarly, historians of Spanish Civil War antisemitism have 

seldom examined Moroccan intentions or sympathies, merely highlighting the paradox of their 

presence in a network of antisemitism that would arise during the war.14  

Scholars of the Moroccan force itself have focused their attentions either on the use of 

propaganda or on the wider politico-economic history of Moroccan-Spanish relations. The 

former approach mainly concerned itself with how Moroccans were perceived and portrayed by 

the Nationalists and Republicans. Its presenters have fixated on the representation of ‘the Moor’ 

in popular and political memory, but have failed to discuss how Moroccans perceived themselves 

or their ‘cause.’15 The latter approach, dominated by the work of Sebastian Balfour and Maria 

Rosa de Madariaga, has identified a complex diplomatic history between Morocco’s Spanish 

Protectorate and peninsular Spain, replete with economic conditions ripe for native recruitment, 

coercive tactics, and a vast Nationalist bureaucracy. Their conclusions have rested upon these 

conditions as auxiliaries for Moroccan enlistment in the war and asserted that Moroccan soldiers 

were manipulated to serve in Franco’s forces.16  

Both approaches have represented the Moroccan force as decisive for the Nationalist 

cause, turning the tide of the Spanish Civil War, due to their strength in numbers―as “  cannon 

fodder.”17 In effect, they—unintentionally, but erroneously—treat the Regulares as a somewhat 

17 Inigo Alexander, “The Spanish Civil War’s Forgotten Arab Republicans,” The Middle East Eye, November 19, 
2021, https://www.middleeasteye.net/discover/spain-civil-war-arab-republicans-forgotten; Maria Rosa De 
Madariaga, “The Intervention of Moroccan Troops in the Spanish Civil War: A Reconsideration,” European History 
Quarterly 22, no. 1 (1992): 87, https://doi.org/10.1177/026569149202200103; Hishaam D. Aidi, “The Interference 
of Al-Andalus: Spain, Islam, and the West,” Social Text 24, no. 2 (2006): 67, 
https://doi.org/10.1215/01642472-24-2_87-67. 

16 Rohr, “The Use of Antisemitism in the Spanish Civil War.” 

15 See Elisabeth Bolorinos Allard, “The Crescent and the Dagger: Representations of the Moorish Other during the 
Spanish Civil War,” Bulletin of Spanish Studies 93, no. 6 (2016): 965–88, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14753820.2015.1082811. 

14 See Isabelle Rohr, “The Use of Antisemitism in the Spanish Civil War,” Patterns of Prejudice 37, no. 2 (March 1, 
2003): 195–211.  
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tropified medieval force, with strength in number and frightful appearance. In this way, 

contemporary scholars have mimicked wartime biases, however unintentionally. Like today’s 

academics, Western reporters of the early twentieth century were drawn to the seeming 

incongruity of Moroccan service in the Regulares. Their place was cast as that of ‘the infidel’ in 

the Spanish Civil War. An American correspondent described them as “mercenaries, of an alien 

religion . . . used, but not loved.”18 Another, this time a Hungarian commentator, observed, “[t]he 

Church, in the name of Christianity, drove the Moors out of Spain; a true son of the Spanish 

church [(Franco)], in the name of Christianity, now called them back.” Still, what was perhaps 

the best summation of this tendency came from the Daily Telegraph’s correspondent in Spain, 

when he wrote,  

The whole of Spanish feudal history is permeated with this dramatic struggle of 
seven hundred years to free Spain from the Moorish conquerors of the eighth 
century and now the small remnant of feudal Spain . . . was bringing Moors to 
subdue the proud men and women of Castile.19 

  

Then and now, many plumbed the dissonance of Muslim Moroccan troops fighting for 

Franco’s Catholicized Nationalist campaign.20 Regulares bore “the brunt of the hard fighting” for 

one side and served as “a sort of Spanish bogy man” for the other.21 At one end, they were 

victims. At the other, they were villains. Either way, they were ‘Franco’s Moors.’  

21 Buckley, Life and Death of the Spanish Republic, 233. 

20 Most Regulares were Maliki Muslims, though their degrees of observance were more varied. There is no 
substantial evidence that Regulares identified with other religious communities. Regulares’ personnel records left no 
room for religious affiliations other than Islam, partly due to Spanish interpretation of local culture and partly due to 
the ubiquity of Islam in Spanish Morocco. However unlikely, it could be that some very small number of Regulares 
were non-Muslim, as Spanish Morocco was home to small Christian and Jewish communities—though, to date, no 
data has supported such a theory. 

19 Henry Buckley, Life and Death of the Spanish Republic (Hamish Hamilton, 1940), 233. 
18 Frank L. Kluckhohn, “With the Moors on the March in Spain,” The New York Times, November 22, 1936, 1. 
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Everywhere and nowhere all at once, ‘Franco’s Moors’ became the ever-present specters 

of the Spanish Civil War—an El Dorado of sorts, constantly mentioned, never really understood, 

and littered with ‘keep out’ signs for the modern historian. With haunting effect, the nearly 

90,000 Moroccan troops’ identities, efficacy, and motivations were reduced to tropes. Retellings 

of the Spanish Civil War have been no exception. They have been permeated by the silences and 

overexposures of a history inevitably retold by its victors, past and present (that is to say, by 

Nationalists and Republicans). As the Moroccanist Ali Al Tuma has noted, its study is inherently 

political, with “the political leanings or background of . . . specialists on Franco’s Moors” 

perfuming their conclusions.22 Lost in the fray has been an accurate understanding of the 

Nationalist Front’s Moroccan soldiery. Questions have long loomed as to who such soldiers 

were. Reduced to hypersexual deviants at worst, and an unskilled, unwitting force at best, 

Moroccan soldiers in historical memory have become one of the war’s most enduring casualties. 

The fighting men’s identities, tactics, and motivations have remained just as shrouded.  

Moroccan Regulares were not merely ‘Franco’s Moors,’ ‘The Losers,’ or those ‘Deadly 

Embrace[d],’ as a number of recent scholarly titles have proposed; they were not truly defined by 

Franco, the Nationalists, or Spain. Such descriptions have imagined Moroccans as almost passive 

collateral—whether using terms like cannon fodder or not—in the Spanish Moroccan story and 

the Spanish Civil War. Through interviews with their descendants, first-of-its-kind archival 

research, and fresh analysis, this thesis attempts to reclaim Regulares’ stories. They are colorful, 

at times confusing, and rich with uncertainty. At heart, they are tales of the last vestiges of an 

ailing colonial power caught in the grips of an ending Moroccan adventure it did not fully 

understand. Nationalists—many of whom were weaned on stories of fierce, medieval 

22 Ali Al Tuma, “Franco’s Moroccans,” Contemporary European History 29, no. 3 (2020): 283. 
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Moroccans—sought to raise and control their own supply of Moroccan troops, which they would 

modernize and dispatch as a powerful weapon, not least in their existential fray: the Spanish 

Civil War. For want of dominating, emulating, and using such an elite force, the Nationalists 

became addicted to and reliant upon them. In any given group of Regulares, Moroccans 

outnumbered Spaniards.23 Deployed to Spain, Moroccans fought Spanish battles with unmatched 

skill, stood guard at Franco’s palace, and provided the very parameters for an enchanting 

exoticism that defined the Nationalist mythos until its end.24 All the while, they channeled money 

from Spanish coffers to otherwise forgotten communities in the Rif Mountains. In this way, 

Moroccans possessed considerable—unspoken, yet potent—latitude in defining the Regulares as 

a force and their own individual destinies. More than this, its Moroccan troops essentially 

became ‘masters’ of the force.25 They would always be the true determinants of its culture, its 

best fighters, and chief recipients of its monies. Whatever the stilted power dynamic had been at 

the start of Spain’s colonial enterprise in Morocco, in the creation of the Regulares, the Spanish 

(and their heirs apparent, the Nationalists) effectively ceded a controlling share in its most 

powerful force to the Moroccans within it.26 Even so—buried as such history has been—many 

26 While a variety of factors contributed to Northern Morocco’s eventual independence in 1956 from Spain, it may 
well be that the erosion of Spanish colonial power vis-à-vis the Regulares weakened the Spanish position in 
retaining its former colony. 

25 This is a near perfect example of Hegel’s lord-bondsman (or master-slave) dialectic, which describes two beings 
which encounter one another. The you beings desire reification and confirmation of their self-consciousness. J.N. 
Findlay explains it this way: “What the lord sees in the bondsman, or what the bondsman sees in the lord, is not 
what either sees in himself . . . The lord therefore paradoxically depends for his lordship on the bondsman’s 
self-consciousness, and entirely fails of the fully realized independence of status which his self-consciousness 
demands . . . But just as lordship showed that its essential nature is the reverse of what it wants to be, so too 
servitude in its consummation will really turn into the opposite of what it immediately is; as a consciousness forced 
back into itself, it will withdraw into itself and be transformed into a truly independent consciousness.” Eventually, 
the lord subdues the bondsman for want of ease. In doing so, the lord grows reliant, addicted even, to the bondsman; 
he never experiences the world or explores the fullness of his own independent identity. The bondsman, however, 
experiences the world and begins to realize his servitude. Eventually, by merit of his disproportionate hold over the 
lord, the bondsman becomes the master de facto if not de jure and revolts. See Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 
Phenomenology of Spirit, translated by A.V. Miller and edited by J.N. Findlay, (Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 
1998), 522. 

24 Though, the Regulares themselves remain, culture mostly intact, to this day. 
23 See Ch. 1. 
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Regulares have felt that Spain “ignored [or] forgot about” them.27 This thesis strives to remember 

in three parts. 

The first chapter of this thesis reconstructs the cultural and physical identity of the 

Regulares as a force neither Moroccan nor Spanish. Instead, it argues that the Regulares were a 

force more Moroccan than Spanish, but not quite either—the product of a dialogue between 

Spanish officers’ internalization of Moroccan identity and their numerous Moroccan Regulares, 

whose continued presence in the Regulares provided the contours for such imagination. The 

chapter outlines the average Moroccan and Spanish recruits to the force, defining their 

similarities: many recruits were young, felt forgotten, sought adventure, and had everything to 

prove. They were most united, the chapter argues, in their desire to be different from the societies 

from which they came. It also analyzes how the force’s documentation, uniforming, symbolism, 

and infrastructure projects were employed to set soldiers apart. While administrators sought 

internal ‘Moroccan’ reification through intensive attempts at its Arabization, Islamization, and 

Moroccanization—lay soldiers, it finds, were inculcated in an environment of chameleon-like 

identity-bending; Moroccans were arrayed in formation using Turkish words, Riffian tribesmen 

were expected to speak Arabic, and Spaniards hosted ‘Moroccan’ teatime surrounded by the 

trappings of a Sultan’s foyer. Regulares were not simply at the whim of such trends either, the 

chapter argues. Their ability to adapt, modify, or contribute to the formation of its identity and 

culture had tangible effects on the force and its presentation before, during, and after the Spanish 

Civil War. 

27 Prior to the deaths of the oldest living veterans, Driss Deibeck captured some of the Regulares’ lost stories by their 
own voices in an exceptional film. See Los Perdedores, directed by Driss Deibeck (Sur Films, 2006), 20:39. 
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The second chapter captures the Regulares as a modern fighting force, far from the 

‘cannon-fodder’ described by past historians. It describes the battlefield upon which Regulares 

fought, the modern tactics they used, and the necessary role they played in Nationalist strategy 

from the start of the war to its finish. The chapter rediscovers the force as highly skilled, with a 

prowess derived from a disproportionate trustworthiness in battle, familiarity with weapons and 

war, and technical skillset that outpaced any other troops in the war. It sets the Regulares, their 

skill, and their ease in battle as a counterfactual to other Nationalists and Republican troops, 

many of whom were disloyal or ill-trained. The chapter ends with a foray into fiction and poetry, 

where the ‘Moor’ was portrayed as bloodthirsty and brutal. It argues that this presentation of the 

Regulares itself testified to their quality as troops; popular prose grappled with a force whose 

modernity and success its authors could not understand or did not want to understand. 

The third chapter answers the question left by the prior chapter: why did the Regulares 

fight? Or, put negatively, why did they not desert? The chapter settles on a threefold answer: its 

soldiers fought for gain, fear, and glory. Nuancing prior scholarship, it deciphers the precise 

economic incentives that would have induced recruitment to the Regulares—including the 

newfound emergence of landed and land-poor classes in the Rif Mountains at the turn of the 

1930s and a wartime economy, where soldiers could traffick in loot like egg-beaters and playing 

cards while campaigning in peninsular Spain. The chapter details pension delegation and 

remittance networks that eased the flow of wages and revenue (from loot) back to families, for 

whom many Regulares provided for—and, thus, fought. It describes a battlescape—as much 

eschatological as it was political in propagandized presentation; Moroccan troops were told that 

they—and the Nationalists, in an Abrahamic coalition—fought against godless communists. The 

chapter also refines a prior understanding of coercive disincentives for desertion by illustrating 
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the administrative grip that Nationalists could flex, imperiling Regulares’ families and their 

livelihoods. Last, it presents Moroccan troops as capable of impassioned fighting—for a 

newfound cause, country, corps, or compatriot. 

The human simplicity contained within these pages might surprise students of the 

Spanish Civil War, who leaf its pages seeking almost ‘exotic’ amazement. Regulares’ stories are 

simple. Some sought work. Others wanted adventure. Others still feared conscription. They were 

fathers, brothers, sons, and uncles. They came from any number of backgrounds—students, 

farmers, day laborers, shopkeepers, and herdsmen, to name a few. Many knew fighting well. 

Some—once arrived on the battlefield—fought eyes-half-closed, only hoping to live through 

each firefight. They were exceptional as modern troops and quite regular otherwise.  
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Chapter 1 

Chameleon Corps:  

Identity-Craft in The Regulares 

 
 
Werner sighted the murderer in his glass at the same moment the white-mantled Moor himself 
collapsed. Little Vergnes had come up behind him and brought down the butt of his rifle on the 
[Regular’s] green-turbaned head. 
 

—Gustav Regler, “The Great Crusade” 
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It was September 1936. A largely pacific Andalusia and Extremadura behind them, 

Nationalist troops surged toward Madrid. Their aim—the ‘victory by Christmas’ that had eluded 

World War I’s best allied strategists. The Spanish Army of Africa’s Moroccan Regulares were 

central to this campaign. Airlifted daily by the Nationalists from Spanish Morocco, theirs was a 

northward blitz of incredible speed, near-constant skirmishes, and much bloodshed.1 A young 

Texan named Hubert Renfro Knickerbocker trailed them. His warfront dispatches introduced the 

cosmopolitan readership of the Hearst Press network to the convolutions of war. Wars change 

soldiers. For it is not merely the battlefield struggle of soldier on soldier. It is an amalgam of 

emotions and frontline experiences. In its throes, unlikely alliances are made and orthodoxies 

jettisoned. War is that peculiar practice through which identities are shaped, leveled, and 

reshaped. Frontline correspondents—those meant to convey war’s meaning to syndicated 

readers—breathed that identity-contorting, incentive-reforming air. Knickerbocker’s relays were 

attempts at bottling its fumes. 

He described the capture of Torrijos, an hour’s drive southwest from Madrid. As he 

encountered it, the quaint town’s oversized church hosted a diorama of the Spanish Civil War. It 

had been ransacked by fleeing Republican forces—replete with a decapitated and impaled 

Madonna statue. Its new tenants were Nationalists. They used the chapel as a makeshift hospital. 

Pages of missals and Bibles were strewn about “the tiled floor [which] was ruddy with blood.”2 

To hospital and blood, Moroccan Regulares added barbershop and hair. One Moroccan soldier 

assumed the role of barber, “scraping bald the heads of his comrades.”3 Meanwhile, a Spanish 

officer frantically attempted to salvage “fragments of Bibles and bits of altar ornaments.”4 In a 

4 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 155. 
3 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 155. 
2 Hubert R. Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar: A Warlog of the Spanish Revolution (David McKay, 1936), 155. 

1 Airlifts were mostly executed and piloted by German and Italian aircraft. See Gerald Howson, Arms for Spain: The 
Untold Story of the Spanish Civil War (John Murray, 1998). 
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way, the scene was unremarkable in wartime, where refuge is rare. Cares of life, its maintenance, 

and its resuscitation easily outstrip concerns over cleanliness or spatial sanctity. Yet, even so, the 

“disastrous . . . disorder” beheld by Knickerbocker exemplified one of the central paradoxes and 

compromises of war: war makes strange bedfellows, and armies harness them.5  

Erstwhile sleepy Torrijos witnessed the kind of identity-chafing that defined Moroccan 

service in the Regulares during the Spanish Civil War. The town’s cathedral moved from one 

form of ritualistic desecration to another, passing from Republican defacement to the more 

acceptable taint of service as a hospital. The precondition for such ‘salvation’ was humiliating. 

Muslim Moroccans, the traditional foes of the Spanish Catholic Church, were its Good 

Samaritans. More than this, these foes-turned-friends proceeded to use the sacred space as a 

less-than-holy barbershop. The Catholic devout (frantic missal-collecting officer included) 

undoubtedly shuddered. Perhaps they contemplated the proverbial question: ‘Could these be their 

saviors?’ Those in the barbershop queue faced the converse question. ‘Was this what they had 

become?’ Their mere location was a reminder that they had become defenders of a people not 

their own. 

For Regulares and their officers, abiding together spatially (in places like churches) and 

organizationally (as Regulares) was to bend identity, at least externally. Regulares were not 

necessarily unique in this way. The modernization of any army entails the attempted erasure of 

lay soldiers’ individualized proclivities. Difference is a liability. So, ‘reduce to rebuild’ is often 

the modern army’s motto.6 Uniforms, behavior, language—the external, interchangeable stuff of 

presentation is bent to the whim of senior officers’ conceptions of the given force’s collective 

6 Jennifer Duke, quoted in Dan Sagalyn, “The Chaos and Fog of the First Night of Marine Corps Boot Camp,” PBS 
News, December 8, 2016, https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/chaos-fog-first-night-marine-corps-boot-camp. 

5 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 155. 
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identity. Such Aristotelian, action-based metrics of congruence are typically insufficient.7 

Beyond providing fodder for inspirational marketing, Will Durant’s rebranded “we are what we 

repeatedly do” seems a bit thin.8 However, in armies acts and non-acts are everything. Whereas 

other instances of culture might form organically over time, an army’s culture is exogenous and 

imposed. Collective behavior—regardless of internal transformation—is the tariff for continued 

membership and its raison d'être. Insofar as the building blocks of identity are “similarity and 

difference,” armies organically engage two actions to form identity.9 They forge sameness, most 

often through a race to the lowest common denominator (ie. lay soldiers are all from ‘X’ 

country). And they craft distinctiveness, typically from the same source (ie. soldiers from ‘X’ 

country do ‘Y’ act). The resultant compound is the army’s newly-manufactured collective 

identity. 

Here, the Regulares’ artificial fixative was unique.10 The architects of its esprit de corps 

were Spanish. Yet, as an indigenous force, Moroccan Regulares always outnumbered Spanish 

Regulares. Scanning their ranks, one reporter noted the quantitative disparity: “It is odd to see 

among these dark-skinned Arabs an occasional blonde.”11 The royal decree which established the 

Regulares in 1914 intended this (recruiting shortfalls in Spain being what they were), while 

mandating a twenty-person “nucleus of European personnel” for every one hundred Regulares.12 

At its founding—and the height of Spanish participation in the force—the Grupo de Regulares 

12 This number included Spanish officers and lay soldiers. See “Real Orden Circular de 31 de Julio de 1.914,” in 
Carlos González Rosado and Juan García del Río Fernández, Grupo de Fuerzas Regulares de Ceuta no. 3 (Papel de 
Aguas, S. L., 2012), 34. 

11 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 56. 
10 Among and alongside other native or indigenous forces. 

9 David Buckingham, “Introducing Identity,” in Youth, Identity, and Digital Media, ed. David Buckingham (MIT 
Press, 2008): 1. 

8 Will Durant, The Story of Philosophy: The Lives and Opinions of the Greater Philosophers (Time Incorporated, 
1933), 74. 

7 Aristotle famously called this an individual’s ‘virtue,’ “formed in a man by his . . . actions.” See Aristotle, 
Nicomachean Ethics, trans. D. P. Chase (J. M. Dent and Sons, 1915), 32. 
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de Alhucemas no. 5 maintained an even higher two-to-three ratio (67:100) of Spanish soldiers to 

Moroccan recruits.13 However, as recruitment in Spanish Morocco accelerated, Spanish 

proportions across all divisions fell substantially. During the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), it 

dipped to five Spaniards for every one hundred Moroccans.14  

Imbalanced as the make-up of the force was, its lowest common denominator was 

“neither Moroccan nor Spanish,” though certainly more Moroccan than Spanish.15 Its potential 

distinctives (and the remainder of its collective identity) were similarly situated. Moroccan 

numbers and preexisting cultural identities affected the Regulares’ identity on Spanish terms. 

Their presence ensured that it was perforated with glimpses at Moroccan culture. Whether by 

pragmatism or cultural fascination, Spanish officers’ efforts at manufacturing identity were 

conversant with, but not controlled by, the indigenous lay troops that outnumbered them. The 

Spanish internalization of Moroccan identity, mostly along an accepted Spanish vernacular, 

defined its force. Its documents, structure, uniforms, architecture, and even preferred foodstuffs 

were not fully Moroccan, but neither were they not Moroccan. Two questions—differently 

answered by Spaniards and Moroccans—chafed against one another: what did it mean to be a 

Regular and what did it mean to be a Moroccan in the service of the Spanish Army of Africa? As 

more than one of their descendants lamented: Regulares were “caught in the middle.”16 Still, 

even the ‘middle’ afforded Moroccans an opportunity to define a force that relied on them for the 

substance of its own identity. 

16 Belaid, discussion; Mohamed Ben Aissa (son of a Regular), in discussion with the author, Melilla, Spain, May 16, 
2024. 

15 Belaid [No Last Name Given] (grand-nephew of a Regular), in discussion with the author, Melilla, Spain, May 16, 
2024. 

14 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 56. 

13 This ratio is derived from a force number which totaled 2,289 (925 Spanish soldiers and 1364 Moroccan soldiers); 
see “Grupo de Fuerzas Regulares de Infantería Alhucemas no. 5 Historial Desde su Creación Hasta 1.956,” 
1922/1956, collection 136/05, section no. 2 Asuntos, subsection JO Organización, Cuartel General del Ejército del 
Norte de África fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Ceuta (AIMC), Ceuta, Spain. 
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The Army of Africa as an Axe-Grinding, Adventure-Seeking Force 

The Regulares’ place in the Spanish army was rather unique. For one, it was housed 

under a broader, highly contentious umbrella force: the Army of Africa (Ejercito de Africa). The 

Army of Africa was divided in half, part Regulares and part Tercio. Beginning in 1911, the Army 

of Africa enlisted, trained, and commissioned indigenous Moroccan troops as Regulares. In 

1920, the creation the Tercio―a Spanish Foreign Legion capable of recruiting criminals and 

foreigners―followed. Both forces skirmished with Riffian tribesmen from their founding till the 

late 1920s.17 Their maintained presence and success against more successful Riffian revolts (like 

Abd el Krim’s in the 1920s) was the single thread binding Spanish Morocco to Spain.18 As Spain 

lost its empire and seemed on the cusp of losing its last colony, the Army of Africa boasted an 

intellectual and kinetic home for soldiers intent on ‘fighting the good fight’ as they saw it. It also 

guaranteed access to the only active battlefield in Spain and—as opposed to the punishment 

posts of other colonial powers—benefitted from Morocco’s relative proximity.19 For aspiring 

officers (like a young Francisco Franco), it could be a ‘get rich quick’ scheme, where payouts 

were in experience, honor, and rank.20 For the more nostalgic, Spanish Morocco’s defense was 

half penance for lost empire and half promised land as its remedy. For others, like the Tercio’s 

felons, it provided escape. These “adventurers,” as one journalist described the amalgam, were 

called Africanistas. If they survived, they almost always came back.21 

21 Preston, Franco, 13–38, 106, 164–65. 
20 Preston, Franco, 13–38, 106, 164–65. 

19 It was easier to fathom an ‘exotic’ deployment a boat’s ride away versus a five year detachment from hearth and 
home in India or Indochina. 

18 Spanish politics were incredibly polarized on the Spanish Moroccan question. During the 1920s, there was a 
strong push to abandon Spanish Morocco entirely. Africanistas hated this. See Paul Preston, Franco: A Biography 
(Fontana, 1995), 13–38, 106, 164–65. 

17 Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 83–100. 
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Africanistas, like Moroccan recruits to the Regulares, were disproportionately young and 

sought some sort of self-definition. Moroccan Regulares originated from three principal sources: 

the Riffian countryside of Spanish Morocco, Spanish Moroccan metropolises, and 

French-Morocco. They were young—ranging from late teens to early twenties—and accustomed 

to manual labor. Whether jotted as “campo” (countryside, field), “labrador” (farmer), or “obrero” 

(worker), the common professions listed in Regulares’ personnel files were physical trades, 

typical in rural Spanish Morocco.22 Most were hired hands from a newly emerging class of 

landless or land-poor Riffians, where young male labor was ushered out of local communities to 

opportunities further afield.23 A smaller number were students.24 Whatever their economic 

precondition, almost all had only their adolescence behind them when they entered the 

Regulares.25 Youth, strength, masculinity—for Africanistas, the very traits a laggard Spain 

lacked. For early Moroccan recruits (1920-1935), freshly stripped of guns (through Spain’s 

policy of pacification) and land (through Spanish systemization of Islamically-informed land 

titling), membership in the Regulares was also a chance to reclaim lost heights, if imperfectly.26 

Guns could be wielded, power exerted, and fortunes (potentially) changed. Whether young or 

26 See Ch. 3 for a discussion of these Spanish policy measures. 

25 The median age of the soldiers surveyed for the above argument was 25, while the mean (controlling for one 
outlier) was 23. 

24 For “estudiante” see “Asunto: Mizian Galala, Kaddur Alférez No. 3,” 1922/1937, collection 3, section 2449, GFRI 
Alhucemas No. 5 Filiaciones fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Melilla (AIMM), Melilla, Spain. 

23 Most tribes in the Rif Mountains had been either transhumant (regularly relocating livestock herders), nomadic 
pastoralists (less regular, but still frequently relocating livestock herders), or semi-sedentary subsistence farmers 
prior to Spanish pacification and land-titling efforts (in the late 1920s and early 1930s). See Ch. 3. 

22 For “campo” see “Asunto: Soldado Al-Lal Ben Moh,” 1937/1950, collection 15, section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 52 
Expedientes Personales fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Melilla (AIMM), Melilla, Spain; “Asunto: Soldado El 
Hassan Ben Mohamedi,” 1938/1942, collection 20, section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 52 Expedientes Personales fonds, 
Archivo Intermedio Militar de Melilla (AIMM), Melilla, Spain. For “labrador” see “Asunto: Soldado Mohamed Ben 
Ali Ben Akssen,” 1938/1952, collection 24, section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 52 Expedientes Personales fonds, Archivo 
Intermedio Militar de Melilla (AIMM), Melilla, Spain. For “obrero” see “Asunto: Soldado Ali Ben Abdesglan,” 
1937/1945, collection 7, section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 52 Expedientes Personales fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar 
de Melilla (AIMM), Melilla, Spain. 
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slightly older, Regulares and their Africanista counterparts were simultaneously young people 

with everything to prove and forgotten people with everything to gain. 

The Regulares’ resultant milieu was militant, honor-obsessed, and irreverent. By the end 

of its first campaigns in Spanish Morocco, it also had laurels to show for it.27 It became, in the 

words of one scholar, a “cult of bravery,” “audacity,” and “heroism.”28 It was everything soldiers’ 

perceived ‘Others’ were not—stagnant Spain and unfair Rif included. In this way, the lowest 

28 Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 177. 

27 If the Africanistas were already ‘different,’ it was the highly unpopular Rif War’s successive campaigns 
(1921-1926) waged against a separatist uprising of Berber-Riffian tribesmen led by Abd el-Krim that cemented the 
force’s divorce from mainland Spain. Of note was the shared nostalgia for their reliance on the Moroccan Regulares 
to attain final victory. See Sebastian Balfour, Deadly Embrace: Morocco and the Road to the Spanish Civil War, 
(Oxford University Press, 2002), 83, 158; Hugh Thomas, The Spanish Civil War, rev. ed. (Modern Library, 2001), 
91. 
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common denominator of what soldiers wanted to be upon joining the force was something like 

the captivating ‘Oriental’ identity described by Edward Said. Simultaneously “exotic . . . 

haunting . . . remarkable, ” its fundamental substance was a certain apartness from a society that 

had disappointed Spanish and Moroccan Regulares alike.29 Here, scholars have intuitively, yet 

incorrectly reached for ‘Moroccan identity’ as the chosen corollary.30 However, the real identity 

adopted by the Regulares—from its behavioral culture to its repackaged external 

stereotypes—was actually neither Moroccan nor Spanish. It was a Spanish internalization of 

Moroccan identity manifested in the romanticization of Arab and Islamic traits, practices, or 

artefacts—many of which would have been just as foreign to a force mostly composed of 

Riffians, not Arabs. Still other facets of the Regulares’ shared milieu were impossible to derive 

from Moroccan, Arab, or Spanish culture; that is to say, universally available traits—from anger 

to courage—were equally important to the Regulares’ collective identity. Disaffected, honor 

bound, and fiercely devoted to heroics, much of the forged cultural context that recruits and 

officers alike inhaled was an almost ‘Oriental’ counterfactual to the social trends that affected 

both Spanish and Moroccan recruits.  

Unfilled Blanks and Spanish Documentation of Moroccan Troops    

Abdelah Ben Mohamed Mesfiui joined the Grupo Regulares de Tetuán no. 1 on March 1, 

1922 at the height of the Rif War.31 Mesfiui’s enlistment record—a fill-in-the-blank card kept on 

31 The Spanish Army of Africa (and its Regulares) were engaged in a pitched guerilla war against Berber tribesmen 
in Spanish Morocco’s Rif Mountains. For a helpful explanation of this conflict, see Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 
83–122. 

30 It may be true, as Balfour has suggested, that Africanistas possessed a “genuine attraction towards [and immersion 
of themselves in] Moroccan culture.” However, the artefactual evidence seems to suggest that this ‘interest’ should 
be caveated by its manifestation. See Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 162. 

29 Here, Regulares seem to have been armed with a certain belief that the ‘grass was greener on the other side,’ 
Edward W. Said, Orientalism (Vintage Books, 1979), 1. 
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file for every recruit—listed his parents (“M.” and “Jaida”), his place of origin (misspelled as 

“Mesiui”), his age (twenty-five years old), his prior occupation (day laborer), his religion (a 

preprinted, inalterable “C.A.R.” for Roman Apostolic Catholic), his marital status (married), and 

a series of physical characteristics ranging from “brown eyebrows” to “big mouth.”32 The verbal 

quiz that accompanied the card’s initial filing was Mesfiui’s first documented encounter with the 

Spanish Army of Africa’s attempted reimagination of Spanish Moroccan identity. Mesfiui’s 1922 

form had been imported from a military printer in Talavera, Spain. Its authors assumed a Spanish 

(and Catholic) clientele and provided blanks for Spanish provinces, towns, councils, parishes, 

and local military jurisdictions. The grid superimposed on recruits like Mesfiui might have 

worked in Spain, but proved inadequate in Spanish Morocco. Caught at the juncture between 

Spanish and Moroccan identification, officers like the one who enlisted Mesfiui left a series of 

blanks unfilled. 

As the Spanish Army of Africa and its corps of Regulares evolved, its system of 

identification followed suit. Mesfiui’s new file—printed explicitly for use by the Regulares de 

Tetuán no. 1 during the 1930s—introduced a new pre-typed religion (“Mohametan”), clarified 

his prior record’s typos, added a photo of a fez-clad Mesfiui, and introduced a new set of criteria 

for identification, including room for information about “the Moorish woman” to whom a recruit 

was married, his children with her, and where she was from. Enlistment documents had become 

more sensitive to Moroccan culture, at least as Spanish officers observed and imagined it. 

Marriage, family, Islam, and a more complicated, less-institutionalized regionality were its new 

assumptions. Ironically, while Mesfiui’s first record listed him as married, his second brush with 

documentation (as a sergeant, no less) ended with a note from his captain: “there is no record [ . . 

32 “Expediente Personal del Sargento Abdelah Ben Mohamed Mesfiui,” 1922/1954, file 24.110, Expedientes 
Personales, Cuartel General del Ejército del Norte de África fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Ceuta (AIMC), 
Ceuta, Spain. 
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. of] whom he is married to.”33 Administrators in the Spanish Army of Africa knew that marital 

next of kin were important enough to recruits’ tenure with the Regulares—likely as heirs (in case 

of death) or pension recipients—to include space for their information on enlistment 

documents.34 However, intent, practice, and priority diverged. Whether Mesfiui’s failure to report 

his wife’s name was intentional is unknown. Why Mesfiui’s superiors failed to press the sergeant 

for further information on his wife is just as muddled. It could be that they did not want to pay 

out in the event of his death. Or it might evidence a language barrier and too little care to press 

beyond it (though this seems unlikely considering his rank).35 Such questions notwithstanding: 

an officer again conceded to empty blanks in documenting Mesfiui’s identity. 

Mesfiui’s final disbursement of identifiable information to his superiors was in 1940. The 

Spanish Civil War had concluded but Mesfiui quietly served six more years as a sergeant before 

retiring with “extraordinary” distinction in Tetouan.36 Across a twenty-four-year career with the 

Regulares, he survived two wars unmaimed and ascended the ranks rapidly—as an indigenous 

officer, no less. His tenure in the Tetuán-based Regulares no. 1 also coincided with the 

transformation of the Regulares into a distinctly Spanish Moroccan force, with a newfound 

collective identity. The last record in his file petitioned information of its clerk, the import of 

which was only known from more intimate contact with Moroccan and Berber culture. The red 

card offered blanks for administrative zone, region, tribe, and aduar (a word likely derived from 

the Arabic al-dār and meant to refer to the Riffian recruit’s village).37 At the zenith of his career 

37 “Expediente Personal del Sargento Abdelah Ben Mohamed Mesfiui,” AIMC. 
36 “Expediente Personal del Sargento Abdelah Ben Mohamed Mesfiui,” AIMC. 

35 It could also be that no documentation had been presented in this or prior interactions to confirm that Mesfiui was 
indeed married. Usually such documents were notarized by local interventores (localized magistrates, also known as 
‘friendly Moors’), though this would have been difficult in Mesfiui’s case as his place of origin was in French 
Morocco. If his wife had stayed in French Morocco, the documentary verification of their marriage would have been 
incredibly difficult and improbable. See Ch. 3 for more information on interventores. 

34 See Ch. 3 for the importance of familial beneficiaries.  
33 “Expediente Personal del Sargento Abdelah Ben Mohamed Mesfiui,” AIMC. 
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in the Regulares, Sergeant Mesfiui’s 1940 form finally listed his wife’s name (“Rahima B[en] 

Mohamed”), his eponymous surname correctly spelled, his region of origin (Mesfiuá), his tribe 

(Mesfiui), and his aduar (“Sidi Seguer”).38 Physical characteristics and “anthropological data” 

were removed.39 Instead, half the card was dedicated to merit, medals, and money.  

Pre-printed, fillable identification records testified to organizational priorities and 

assumptions. The forms issued by the Spanish Army established a set list of characteristics 

enlisting officers ‘should know’ about their recruits as they entered service. What recruits 

shared—and superior officers marked down or left blank—betrayed the reflexes of an interplay 

between two parties simultaneously defining and redefining identity’s ‘necessary’ components. 

The accuracy of responses (by Moroccan recruits) and the faithful submission of responses to 

paper (by Spanish officers) manifested what each party thought necessary to understand a 

Moroccan recruit’s identity and the broader distinctives of the Spanish Moroccan force. The 

same questions guided the Army of Africa’s infrastructure of internal acculturation—and how 

Moroccans chose to situate themselves within it. Mesfiui’s tribe (the inhabitants of a triangular 

area between Essaouira, Safi, and Marrakech in French-Morocco) was known for their rugs and 

pottery.40 Unfilled blanks or not, Mesfiui’s former life and place within Mesfiuiá 700 kilometers 

removed from Tetouan is nearly impossible to retrieve. Like many Regulares, his career in the 

force—captured in Spanish checklists—was perhaps the only traceable facet of his life.  

40 Interestingly, Mesfiui’s tribe had at least one rather high-ranking emigre, known for his service as a soldier for the 
Sultan. Another was a learned man and tutor to the Sultan. For Mesfiui the warrior, see Wilfrid J. Rollman, “Military 
Officers and the ‘Niżām Al-Ǧadīd’ in Morocco, 1844–1912. Social and Political Transformations,” Oriente 
Moderno 23, no. 84 (2004): 205–25, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23073455; for Mesfiui the scholar, see Edmondo de 
Amicis, Morocco: Its People and Places, trans. C. Rollin-Tilton (Cassell, Petter, Galpin and Co., 1882), 72.  

39 “Anthropological data” included “cephalic diameters, weight, thoracic perimeter, [and] height.” Considering their 
specificity, these were likely used to measure uniforms. See “Expediente Personal del Sargento Abdelah Ben 
Mohamed Mesfiui,” AIMC. 

38 Sidi Segeur likely refers to Sidi Saghir, a mountainous village near Marrakech. 
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Fantasy in Organization, Uniforming, and Talismans 

There is a quality to power that transcends rows of soldiers arrayed in formation. An 

army’s organization and presentation tell a story about power and how those who wield it wish to 

be perceived.41 The Regulares’ internal historians have called this “fantasía.”42 ‘Fantasy’ is a 

fitting descriptor for the telos of power projection common to colonial armies. Mostly police 

forces, these armies had three principal functions: keep the peace in colonial metropolises, 

subdue resistance to colonial rule, and provide combat experience to the colonial power’s force. 

Most often these gendarmeries—like the French Sûreté générale in Vietnam, the French 

42 This is in explicit reference to uniforming. See González Rosado and García del Río Fernández, Grupo de Fuerzas 
Regulares de Ceuta no. 3, 102. 

41 Armies are essentially power-maximizing. They sort themselves internally and distinguish themselves externally 
in order to assert power in peacetime and demonstrate power in wartime. However, armies and those who wield 
them are not solely concerned with quantitative power. There is a quality to power that transcends rows of soldiers 
arrayed in formation. 
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Tirailleurs Sénégalais, the British-Indian Sepoys, or Portuguese Cipaios—were officered by 

Europeans and staffed by conscripted or otherwise ‘friendly’ indigenous forces.43 Often housed 

in European-style barracks, the indigenous wings of such forces were exemplars of a mision 

civilisatrice that sought to remake natives in a European image. They were clothed in European 

uniforms, taught European customs, and expected to comply with a generalized Westernization 

of their lives. Westernized difference was their comparative ‘fantasy.’ 

In the Regulares’ formation, the Spanish Army of Africa’s administrators, inspired by 

French Zouaves’ success in Algeria, chose an Orientalized ‘fantasy’ instead.44 This extended to 

(or began with) the fundamental unit of military organization in the Regulares: the tabor. 

Tabores, found nowhere else in the Spanish Army, were roughly equivalent to battalions and 

were divisible by internal companies. Groups (or brigades) of Regulares possessed anywhere 

from three to upwards of ten tabores.45 The word tabor itself was alien to the Spanish language, 

an import from Ottoman military management (or tabur in Turkish) that had been used by the 

Moroccan Sultan for his guard force.46 It also harkened beyond Morocco’s Sultanate to a broader 

Turkic identity wrought in conquest and glory. Insofar as it might easily be interchanged with 

brigada (brigade), the terminological use of tabor served no practical purpose. Instead, it was a 

highly visible statement which described a Moroccan force conversant with the Mediterranean’s 

46 For the etymology, see “Tabor,” Diccionario de la Lengua Española, 23rd ed., Royal Spanish Academy, 
https://dle.rae.es/tabor. 

45 Most groups began with around three tabores (two infantry, one cavalry) and expanded over time, particularly as 
the Civil War demanded higher troop counts. 

44 Across Spanish Morocco’s eastward border, colorfully-clad, Arabesque-presenting Berber soldiers called Zouaves 
had been quite effective in French-administration and global ambition. Their martial renown and exaggerated 
appearance prompted iterations in armies around the world. Regulares, at least in part, were one such iteration. 
Zouave forces “featured conspicuous style and often bright colors designed to romanticize recruiting, exalt the 
common soldier, and endow military units with distinctive identities.” Notably, there were Zouave-mimicking forces 
on both sides of the American Civil War; see Timothy Marr, “The American Zouave: Mania and Mystique,” Military 
Images 34, no. 4 (2016): 22–30, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24865768. For a helpful summary of their history 
(though in French), see V. de Mars, “Les Zouaves,” Revue Des Deux Mondes (1829–1971) 9, no. 6 (1855): 1105–27, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/44713083. 

43 For Sûreté générale see Pierre Asselin, Vietnam’s American War: A History (Cambridge University Press, 2018), 
24; for Sepoys, see David Omissi, The Sepoy and the Raj: The Indian Army, 1860–1940 (Macmillan, 1998).  
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heritage of great Ottoman armies. For one, the tabor was the most intuitive—and thereby 

common—descriptor of where a Regular belonged in the force. Mesfiui, for instance, spent his 

entire career in the fourth tabor of the Regulares de Tetuan no. 1.47 Tabores were also the most 

fungible module of military movement in the Regulares. Companies did not move alone and 

groups did not move together. Tabores, however, were the bar-lines on military planning charts, 

positioned and dispatched as the basic means of military maneuver. They were the currency of 

generals’ thoughts.48 The best strategies governing Regulares’ engagements, then, defined 

Spanish and Moroccan Regulares through a term foreign to both. 

The standardization of Regulares’ uniforms took a more functional and seemingly more 

familiar turn with the Army of Africa’s modernization in 1914. Uniforming decrees dictated the 

expected contours of what might have seemed a ‘Moroccan’ cosplay. As a whole, the Army of 

Africa was ordered to trade its seersucker-like, blue pinstripe livery for khaki fatigues.49 What 

kind of fatigues and what else soldiers wore depended on their membership in the Tercio versus 

the Regulares and their status as officers or not. All soldiers were mandated to wear leather shoes 

or boots.50 Other than their browned color and changed texture, officers’ uniforms only gained 

one addition: a navy blue djellaba (a Moroccan hooded robe) breastplated with the Regulares’ 

insignia.51 Lay troops’ khaki tunics were meant to be met by what the Spanish called zaragüelles 

(baggy pantaloons from eastern Spain) at the waist and unified by a navy blue sash.52 For cold 

52 The casual observer might have confused zaragüelles for the serwal (similar Moroccan pants). For the order 
mandating the trousers, see “Cartilla de Uniformidad de Rastas Fuerzas,” 103. For the physical representation, see 
“Assorted Regulares Uniforms,” 20th c., cloth, leather, linen, brass, felt, and wool, Regulares de Melilla no. 52 
Headquarters, Base Alfonso XIII, Melilla, Spain. 

51 “Cartilla de Uniformidad de Rastas Fuerzas,” 103. 
50 “Cartilla de Uniformidad de Rastas Fuerzas,” 103–105. 

49 This change occurred in April, 1914 and included the imposition of a slew of other uniforming norms. See 
“Cartilla de Uniformidad de Rastas Fuerzas: Aprobada por R.O.C. de 28 de Abril de 1914,” in Carlos González 
Rosado and Juan García del Río Fernández, Grupo de Fuerzas Regulares de Ceuta no. 3 (Papel de Aguas, S. L., 
2012), 103. 

48 Puzzo, The Spanish Civil War, 30. 
47 “Expediente Personal del Sargento Abdelah Ben Mohamed Mesfiui,” AIMC. 

27 



weather, enlisted Regulares were afforded the same navy blue djellabas as officers.53 All—save 

Spanish officers, who wore combination caps—were expected to wear the chechia (a less rigid, 

also red cousin to the fez) worn, the decree stated, in “the same fashion as among the 

Moroccans.”54 

Practice, however, diverged from mandate. If Spanish decrees could only imagine the 

hinterlands of ‘Moroccan’ costume in peacetime, the exigencies of war and rapid deployment 

guaranteed departures from apparel expectations. For one, djellabas were not standardized across 

troops or ranks. Multicolored djellabas could be spotted on the battlefield, likely the result of a 

uniforming shortfall where djellabas were brought by their owners, not issued at high enough 

54 Combination caps are those circular, leather-billed hats typically worn by military officers in formal dress, pilots, 
or municipal police officers. See “Cartilla de Uniformidad de Rastas Fuerzas,” 105. 

53 For djellabas, see “Assorted Regulares Uniforms,” Regulares de Melilla no. 52 Headquarters. 
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rates to sustain the whole force.55 Many troops did not wear djellabas or preferred Riffian 

selhams (similarly hooded, but more cape-like, woolen robes from the southern Rif), which 

granted more agility and warmth in the field.56 Regulares also varied in their pantwear. Lay 

troops’ mandated zaragüelles seem to have been an attempt to describe the Moroccan serwal 

(similarly spacious pants common in Morocco). Soldiers wore serwals, Western-style riding 

pants, or other straight pantaloons roughly dependent on whether they were indigenous or 

Spanish.57 Whether for personal comfort or, more likely, due to the army’s lack of supplies, many 

Regulares never wore leather boots. Instead, some wore plimsoll shoes, with fibrous, rope-like 

bottoms (purportedly an army adaptation of Riffian footwear).58 Leather or not, troops’ shoes 

invariably wore down over the course of their deployments, rendering those who found no 

replacements—by loot or army provision—barefoot.59  

Regulares also amended their uniforms with the personal, yet functional touches of a 

force gone to war. Most Moroccan troops reportedly carried an “Arab knife.”60 Most likely 

tucked into their belts or sashes, the often ornamented knives were not standard-issue, but were 

practically as ubiquitous in commentary on the Spanish Civil War as the ‘Moors’ themselves.61 

While rifles were standard issue for nearly every soldier in the Army of Africa, some Regulares 

engraved their names in flowing Arabic characters along the barrels of their guns.62 These could 

62 “Assorted Regulares’ Rifles,” 20th c., wood and steel, Regulares de Melilla no. 52 Headquarters, Base Alfonso 
XIII, Melilla, Spain. 

61 See Ch. 2. For just one example, see Arthur Koestler, Spanish Testament (Gollancz, 1937), 141. 
60 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 56. 
59 Los Perdedores, 20:28; Ben Aissa, discussion. 

58 Driss [No First Name Given] (soldier in the Regulares), in discussion with the author, Melilla, Spain, May 17, 
2024; and Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 53. For similar trends during the Ottoman Army’s standardization of 
uniforms, see Leor Halevi, Modern Things on Trial: Islam’s Global and Material Reformation in the Age of Rida, 
1865–1935, (Columbia University Press, 2019), 191–224. 

57 See photographic evidence, like Illustration 6. 
56 For selhams, see “Assorted Regulares Uniforms,” Regulares de Melilla no. 52 Headquarters. 

55 For djellabas and selhams of varied colors, see “Assorted Regulares Uniforms,” Regulares de Melilla no. 52 
Headquarters. Also, see Claud Cockburn, Cockburn in Spain: Despatches from the Spanish Civil War, ed. James 
Pettifer (Lawrence and Wishart, 1986), 179; Keith Scott Watson, Single to Spain, (E.P. Dutton and Co., 1937), 229;  
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be paired with flat-looking leather satchels (prized in Moroccan leathercraft), which folded from 

top to bottom, cleverly insulating ammunition and gunpowder from moisture.63 That these 

revisionary articles were tacitly permitted by an army intent on modernization illustrated the 

irony of the Spanish-led standardization of the Regulares’ mostly Moroccan force. Africanistas 

wanted an exotic, ‘Moroccan-looking’ force, but needed Moroccans to staff its ranks and 

determine its texture. When Moroccans wielded knives, toted elaborate satchels, and etched their 

family names on rifles, they also defined new archetypes for Regulares, Spanish and Moroccan.  

The most consistently recorded element of the Regular’s uniform—his 

headgear—epitomized this interplay. A relatively obscure French American historian once 

commented that “[t]he hat is what it is meant to be—an outward manifestation of power, a 

63 For satchels, see “Assorted Regulares Uniforms,” Regulares de Melilla no. 52 Headquarters. 
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symbol, an insignia.”64 The Regular’s red fez was certainly that. To leaf through accounts of the 

Spanish Civil War is to be greeted with incessant stories of fezzes on the horizon. Poorly 

described by initial decrees as a chechia, the cap (also known as a tarboush) defined the 

Regulares. It was also a charged cultural symbol, which told many stories. Though conceived in 

Morocco (and named for one of its cities), the fez was globally associated by this point with the 

Ottoman Empire.65 As many Regulares donned fezzes for the first time, many of its ‘traditional’ 

wearers removed it to never wear again. The red, felt, tasseled hat was gradually becoming a 

reminder of oppression in formerly Ottoman territories and a vestige of backwardness in Mustafa 

Kemal Atatürk’s modernizing Turkey (prompting a ban in 1925).66 In Morocco, the 

quintessentially ‘Moroccan’ fez had not yet lost its luster—at least in urban, mostly 

Arab-Moroccan settings. Fezzes were associated with ‘Moroccan’ (not Berber) nationalism and 

linked to the Moroccan elite across the French and Spanish zones.67 Arabic, too, was their lingua 

franca (and its full-scale adoption, one of their demands).68 Conversely, Berber tribesmen 

(including those in the Rif) went bare-headed or wore turbans and spoke their own languages.69 

In fact, until the end of the Spanish administration, most Rif tribesmen in Spanish Morocco (if 

they were bilingual) spoke better Spanish than they did Arabic.70 Thus, the Spanish choice to 

valorize the fez and elevate Arabic (as the preferred “indigenous” language) in the Regulares was 

consequential. Some Riffian recruits would have to learn Arabic and modify their garb 

70 David Montgomery Hart, The Aith Waryaghar of the Moroccan Rif: An Ethnography and History (University of 
Arizona Press, 1976), 342. 

69 Mellor, Morocco Awakes, 130. 
68 Mellor, Morocco Awakes, 140–45. 

67 The Sultan’s court, for instance, would be well-stocked with fez-clad Moroccans (as with the two Caliphs). See 
Hedges, “Last Refuge of the Tall Tasseled Ottoman Hat.” For a helpful description of the varied nationalist 
movements in Spanish Morocco at the time, see Francis H. Mellor, Morocco Awakes (Methuen Publishers, 1939), 
140. Mellor also notes that Moroccan nationalists’ distinctive was the fez. See Mellor, Morocco Awakes, 152. 

66 Hedges, “Last Refuge of the Tall Tasseled Ottoman Hat.” 

65 The stuff of swashbuckling adventurism that would seem to attract Africanistas. See Chris Hedges, “Last Refuge 
of the Tall Tasseled Ottoman Hat,” The New York Times, March 22, 1995. For a helpful description of the fez and the 
Ottoman Empire, see Donald Quataert, The Ottoman Empire, 1700–1922, (Cambridge University Press, 2005). 

64 Pierre Crabites, “Head-Dress as Symbol,” The Muslim World 24, no. 3 (1934): 287. 
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substantially.71 Others would reject the fez (or happily except that the Army of Africa had not the 

stock to provide them with one); white or green turbans were also quite common choices for 

Regulares during wartime.72 Perhaps unexpectedly, some Berber recruits were reportedly 

attracted to service in the Regulares through its offer of unique uniforms, which set recruits apart 

from their Riffian surrounds.73 Spanish favor for the fez and Arabic effectively chose a side in the 

dash for a majoritarian indigenous identity in Spanish Morocco and co-opted its trappings for a 

new collective identity.74 Yet, as with auxiliary instruments like engraved rifles, such favor did 

not preclude the odd turban wearer. 

From their uniforms to their banners, Regulares marched to and from battle surrounded 

by symbolism which hinted at a force as mystical as it was militaristic. What crests are to 

countries or families, insignia are to militaries. They package and display the distinctives of its 

divisible units.75 The standard that symbolized the Regulares featured a wide crescent, flanked by 

two rifles, topped with a Spanish crown.76 Every group or tabor-level emblem followed the same 

76 For a physical example of this, one might visit the memorial to the Regulares in Ceuta. For documentary evidence, 
see “Grupo de Fuerzas Regulares Indígenas de Infantería Tetuán no. 1 Historial Desde su Creación Hasta 1.956,” 
1940/1956, collection 136/01, section no. 2 Asuntos, subsection JO Organización, Cuartel General del Ejército del 
Norte de África fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Ceuta (AIMC), Ceuta, Spain; and “Grupo de Fuerzas 
Regulares de Infantería Alhucemas no. 5 Historial Desde su Creación Hasta 1.956,” 1922/1956, collection 136/05, 
section no. 2 Asuntos, subsection JO Organización, Cuartel General del Ejército del Norte de África fonds, Archivo 
Intermedio Militar de Ceuta (AIMC), Ceuta, Spain. For a crescent-adorned selham, see “Suljam de la Agrupación de 
Tropas Nómadas del Sahara Español,” 20th c., felt, collection mts-677, Museo Histórico Militar de Sevilla, Sevilla, 
Spain. For a saddle, see “Regulares Caballería Saddle,” 20th c., dyed leather, Regulares de Melilla no. 52 
Headquarters, Base Alfonso XIII, Melilla, Spain. For standards, see “Assorted Banners for Tabores and Grupos,” 
20th c., cloth and tassel, Regulares de Melilla no. 52 Headquarters, Base Alfonso XIII, Melilla, Spain. For a 
uniform, see “Uniforme de Regulares,” 20th c., textile and metals, Museo Histórico Militar de Sevilla, Sevilla, 

75 Other units were defined with much different (and sometimes milquetoast) imagery. For an example, see “Metopa 
de la XV División,” 1936–1939, wood-framed enamel, collection ES18-296, Museo Histórico Militar de Sevilla, 
Sevilla, Spain. 

74 The Spanish choice to Arabicize street names in the cities it administered and found an Arab university in Spanish 
Morocco is also notable here. See Mellor, Morocco Awakes, 125.  

73 David Seddon, Moroccan Peasants: A Century of Change in the Eastern Rif, 1870–1970 (Dawson and Sons, 
1981), 156. 

72 For a few mentions, see Watson, Single to Spain, 125, 229; Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 56; and Koestler, 
Spanish Testament, 71. 

71 Recruits without Arabic skills swept up in the 1936–1939 recruitment drives would have found it difficult to learn 
any Arabic on the road to battle and were likely reliant on chains of translation or the osmosis of learning words here 
or there. Troops who learned some Arabic to understand their superiors were likely those who were recruited in the 
1920s or early 1930s. See Mellor, Morocco Awakes, 132. 
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style, varying only in color and additional ideograms. The oft recurring crescent—on battle flags, 

saddles, djellabas, fezzes, and even the pins which demarcated rank—evoked a certain 

quasi-Islamic romanticism and belonging. In a way, this was truth in advertising. Most Regulares 

were Muslim. Each group (here meaning brigade) of Regulares included a fakhir (or Muslim 

cleric) in lieu of a chaplain.77 And, during the Civil War, some Regulares held daily prayers on 

the battlefield.78 Catholic Regulares (like most officers and Spanish enlisted soldiers) did not 

need to practice such rhythms to bear the crescent. They marched under banners bearing the holy 

names of God in Arabic and symbols typically utilized to ward off the evil-eye and the djinn, like 

the palm-shaped hamsa (hand of Fatima) and the pentagramic khatam Suleiman (seal of 

Solomon).79 Similarly, Muslim Regulares wore crucifix necklaces as “magic amulets,” strapped 

Marian “mascots” to their convoy trucks, and sought out embroidered sacred hearts or crosses of 

Christ.80 Here, the institution was silent. Sacred hearts were not mandated and neither were 

hamsas. Muslim and Catholic Regular alike chose to wear talismans in what was a willing, 

transactional blurring of religious identity. The fullness of each religious symbol’s meaning was 

mostly lost or unknown to begin with. What often mattered most was: ‘Could it protect them?’ If 

so, the superstitious in their ranks were in—at least until the war was over. 

 

80 For crucifix necklace, see Arthur Koestler, Spanish Testament (Gollancz, 1937), 85; for mascots, see Arnold Lunn, 
Spanish Rehearsal: An Eyewitness in Spain during the Civil War, 1936–1939 (Devin-Adair, 1974), 60; for sacred 
heart, see John T. Whitaker, We Cannot Escape History (Macmillan, 1943), 114; and Edmond Taylor, “Assignment 
in Hell,” in Nothing but Danger, ed. Frank C. Hanighen (R. M. McBride and Co., 1939), 68; for cross of Christ, see 
Francesco Odetti, Trenti Mesi Nel Tercio (Casa Editrice M. Carra, 1940), 119. 

79 “Assorted Banners for Tabores and Grupos,” Regulares de Melilla no. 52 Headquarters; “Regulares Caballería 
Saddle,” Regulares de Melilla no. 52 Headquarters. 

78 Fred Thomas remembered hearing the “howling” of Moroccan prayers in the early morning. See Fred Thomas, To 
Tilt at Windmills: A Memoir of the Spanish Civil War (Michigan State University Press, 1996), 123.  

77 González Rosado and García del Río Fernández, Grupo de Fuerzas Regulares de Ceuta no. 3, 39. 

Spain. For crescents on uniforms, satchels, and caps, see “Assorted Regulares Uniforms,” Regulares de Melilla no. 
52 Headquarters. 
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Walls That Talk: Purposive Infrastructure and Construction 

 A fusion of Spanish, Moroccan, and Arab influences, the Regulares’ corps experienced 

its formation and adolescence during a period of intense military modernization and identity 

creation. Its Africanista officers were scarred by colonial atrophy and “committed to an imperial 

adventure whose only end could be the conquest of north Morocco at a cost which [mainland 

Spain] could not afford.”81 This dichotomy, replete with a domestic political climate plagued by 

unrest plowing toward civil war, left the Army of Africa somewhere between flux and autonomy. 

While blue-pinstriped army recruits in mainland Spain trained in old castles with dilapidated 

gear, Africanistas and their Moroccan counterparts charted a new course. Active war in the Rif 

required higher standards of physical fitness, which newly-instituted physical training regimens 

81 Thomas, The Spanish Civil War, 17. 
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sought to bolster.82 Conflict also required physical presence. Bases, barracks, camps, and 

armories were constructed across Spanish Morocco for the Army of Africa and its Regulares.83 

This infrastructure partly illustrated a staying power Spain (or at least its Africanistas) would not 

cede in Morocco as it had in other relinquished colonies. Its design was also a curious cultural 

dialogue. 

Barracks, mess halls, and armories are functional spaces, often designed with the kind of 

architectural care a grab-and-go mart receives. Those who designed Regulares bases’ (most 

constructed between 1911–1925) chose a different tack. Well-tiled and chiseled elsewhere, these 

buildings were constructed in an Arab and Islamic style, replete with Islamic architectural 

83 One town, Al Hoceima (now a major center in northern Morocco) was founded as a military installation. 

82 Obviously, compromises in physical fitness would eventually be made at the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War. 
However, in the interim between the Rif War and the Civil War, fitness was one of the force’s key activities. See 
Driss, discussion. Recruits from Spain were even sent to Morocco to train where standards and regimens were more 
rigorous. See Mellor, Morocco Awakes, 126. 
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touches like muqarnas (arched clefts with conical symmetrical miniature vaults), ablaq 

(alternating light and dark patterns), and elaborate arches.84 This extended to spaces intended for 

mostly indigenous use, like halal mess halls, where inscriptions of “Allahu akbar” (God is great) 

lined the walls.85 Hamams (steam baths), essential to Moroccan hygienic practice (and otherwise 

available off-barracks) were also erected.86 Attempts at architectural Moroccanization did not 

spare spaces predominantly used by Spaniards either. Officers’ tea salons (used for officer 

receptions to this day) were arrayed in imagined ‘Moroccan’ splendor. Moroccan carpets and 

poufs (ottomans) lined the floors. Tea sets, sugar boxes, serving tables, trays, and lanterns littered 

the room—all the products of Moroccan steelwork and embossed with Regulares’ regalia.87 

Behind it, mostly Spanish Regulares drank mint tea during the day and wine in the evening.88 

Spanish officers did not huddle around ornate kettles of Moroccan tea to curry favor with their 

indigenous orderlies. This was not an occupying force catering to its 

co-conspirators-in-repression. There were easier and less immersive means than construction and 

custom to do such. This was an external army adopting and inhabiting an entirely new identity 

for itself. 

 

88 It is apparent that some Moroccan Regulares, like one Sidi, were permitted to join in the officers’ tea, wine, and 
gambling. Official histories position these as spaces where indigenous soldiers could gamble and play cards with 
their superiors as well. “Capitán Moro de Infanteria Sidi Mohamed Kaddur Bokera,” December 20, 2007, Regulares 
de Melilla no. 52 Headquarters, Base Alfonso XIII, Melilla, Spain. 

87 With proper credentialing and an appointment, this may be viewed at Base Alfonso XIII in Melilla, Spain. 

86 Carlos González Rosado and Juan García del Río Fernández, Grupo de Regulares de Melilla no. 52 (Papel de 
Aguas, S. L., 2023), 74–75. 

85 With proper credentialing, this may be viewed at El Acuartelamiento Teniente Coronel González Tablas in Ceuta, 
Spain. 

84 Here, one might imagine the work of Le Corbusier as a more modern analogue. See Brian Ackley, “Le Corbusier’s 
Algerian Fantasy: Blocking the Casbah,” Bidoun 6 (2006), 
https://www.bidoun.org/articles/le-corbusier-s-algerian-fantasy. 
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Moroccans—both Berber and Arab—were necessary influences on the Regulares’ quest 

for identity. Moroccan Regulares did not need the livery of salons to drink their Berber whiskey. 

For them, a “very grimy glass” shared between a full company’s men sufficed.89 Even in the 

throes of war, Regulares brewed, sipped, and offered tea to strangers.90 It was this practicum in 

‘Moroccan’ identity that Spanish Regulares sought to mimic. Much of what Moroccans did was 

simultaneously fantasía and the preexistent substance of its ‘Moroccan’ force. In everything 

from tea-drinking to uniform-design, Spanish officers refrained from the naked imposition of 

‘Spanish’ identity. Neither did Moroccan identity creep in unawares. Instead, Spanish officers 

interpreted and reconstructed ‘Moroccan’ identity on their own terms. It turned out that to be a 

Regular was to simultaneously submit to a new interpretation of Moroccanness and influence 

90 Knickerbocker; Frank L. Kluckhohn, “With the Moors on the March in Spain,” The New York Times, November 
22, 1936, 3. 

89 Harold G. Cardozo, The March of a Nation: My Year of Spain’s Civil War (Right Book Club, 1937), 114. 
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that conceptualization by mere existence, adaptation, and adoption. The wooden door to an 

officers’ tea room in Melilla epitomized this. Its ornately engraved Arabic calligraphy motioned 

to Allah (“bismillah” and “God is most high”) and the Qur’an (in at least one instance directing 

the viewer to a verse of surah Al-Baqarah).91 It was also installed upside down—until an 

Arabic-reader corrected it.92  

 

92 Driss, discussion. 
91 This may be viewed at Base Alfonso XIII in Melilla, Spain. 
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Chapter 2 

Modern Men-at-Arms:  

Skilled Warfighting from The Regulares 

 
 
I am tired of being hunted. Here we are all right. Now if you blow a bridge here, we will be 
hunted. If they know we are here and hunt for us with planes, they will find us. If they send 
Moors to hunt us out, they will find us and we must go. I am tired of all this. You hear? 
 
 

—Ernest Hemingway, “For Whom the Bell Tolls” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

39 



 

November 22, 1936’s most interesting news was not front-page reporting to most readers 

in the American cul-de-sac.1 Tucked into that denser section of tabloids, historical quirks, and 

peripheral dispatches, The New York Times ran an article on “Franco’s Moors.”2 One of several 

Times correspondents reporting from the Nationalist zone, Frank Kluckhohn—then only a 

burgeoning war correspondent—described his experience as an embed with Moroccan troops 

from the frontlines of the Spanish Civil War. As they lounged ten miles from the front, their 

unassuming presence betrayed “no hint of the cold fierceness of their conduct on the front.”3 A 

short truck ride to the blaze of battle rid this perception, leaving instead a calm and collected 

force, the feat of military skill and discipline. Kluckhohn described his Moroccan acquaintances 

as “nerveless” soldiers, with “iron will[s],” impenetrable “before every storm.”4 They were a 

truly modern force, agile masters of their craft. Their quicksilver advance and wasteless 

precision rendered them “like automatons” in battle. They fired, reloaded, advanced, and took 

enemy positions as “a flood across the dikes of the enemy.”5 Bearing “the brunt of the hard 

fighting” and inspiring fear in their Republican opponents, these were the decisive “backbone” of 

the Nationalist force. Thankfully, the persistent Times reader met such warriors from the comfort 

of pages three and twenty-one. 

5 Kluckhohn, “With the Moors on the March,” 3. 
4 Kluckhohn, “With the Moors on the March,” 3. 
3 Frank L. Kluckhohn, “With the Moors on the March in Spain,” The New York Times, November 22, 1936, 3. 

2 In its headline alone, the Times managed to define ‘the Moorish Regulares’ experience’ by ‘their’ leader, Francisco 
Franco. References to the Regulares, which deem them “Franco’s Moors” are prolific in the accounts (Republican, 
Nationalist, and non-affiliated) which record their presence in the Spanish Civil War. 

1 The Great Depression still puttered on, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt had just secured a return to the White 
House with promises to bring the New Deal to completion. In Europe, a new axis of fascist powers was emerging. 
While American newspapers and attentions were littered with coverage of Spain’s alignment with Germany and 
Italy and the Spanish Civil War, much of its substance was more cursory (i.e. certain cities were taken or defended). 
Reports on particular troops or corps within the conflict (like Kluckhohn’s) were rare. 
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Kluckhohn’s account almost craves the Comic Sans of superhero cartoons that would 

shape a generation of childhoods.6 Its bravado was more tempered than the homeward dispatches 

to Ceuta, Melilla, and Larache through even friendlier newspapers like El Telegrama Del Rif, 

which proclaimed that the Regulares were “cheered by the masses” as they made easy conquest 

of “the communists.”7 Readers in Spanish Morocco received a flood of warfront dispatches from 

1936–1939. Almost without exception their moral was that Republican forces were weak and the 

Nationalist army—chief among them, Spanish Morocco’s very own Regulares—had barely 

shouldered their guns. Military reports from each tabor of Regulares were similar. Line after line 

testified to advancements, battles won, new occupations, and sieges lifted.8 Commanding officers 

characterized their activities as “unstoppable” and “methodically accomplished,” their course, a 

“triumphal march.”9 Mentions of “fierce combat” were present, but rarer.10 Spanish Moroccan 

newspapers and after-action reports struck a similar tone. Their audience—Mahou-drinking cafe 

patrons in Larache and senior Nationalist officers in Ceuta and Tetuan, respectively—were 

efficacy-obsessed.11 Unlike Kluckhohn, they were more concerned with the rapidity of the 

Regulares’ advance, less concerned with the minutiae of its detachments’ fighting prowess. One 

British journalist, who encountered a patrol of Regulares, summed the popular conception well: 

11 Mahou was and is one of Spain’s (and Spanish Morocco’s) most popular beers. See “Cervezas ‘Mahou,’” Diario 
Marroqui, July 25, 1936, The General Library and Archives of Tetouan, Tétouan, Morocco. 

10 “Regulares de Melilla no. 2 Historial,” in “Regulares de Tetuán no. 1 Historial,” AIMC. 

9 “Grupo de Fuerzas Regulares Indígenas de Infantería de Melilla no. 2 Historial Resumen de las Acciones de 
Guerra,” in “Regulares de Tetuán no. 1 Historial,” AIMC. 

8 “Grupo de Fuerzas Regulares Indígenas de Infantería Tetuán no. 1 Historial Desde su Creación Hasta 1.956,” 
1940/1956, collection 136/01, section no. 2 Asuntos, subsection JO Organización, Cuartel General del Ejército del 
Norte de África fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Ceuta (AIMC), Ceuta, Spain (hereafter cited as “Regulares de 
Tetuán no. 1 Historial,” AIMC). 

7 “Las Operaciones Sobre Madrid Constituyen un Éxito para la Columna Mola,” El Telegrama Del Rif, July 26, 
1936, The General Library and Archives of Tetouan, Tétouan, Morocco. 

6 DC and Marvel Comics, leading purveyors of such literary escapades, would not publish their first issues until 
1937 and 1939, respectively. 
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“it is easy to understand why at the beginning of the Spanish Civil War they went through the 

untrained Republican forces like brown paper.”12 

Such larger-than-life frames seem to depart from the prevailing wisdom of landmark 

historical syntheses of the Spanish Civil War, whose authors have largely relegated Moroccan 

Regulares to brief, inch-deep analysis. In few other pockets of history is a force so curtly lauded 

yet so completely unstudied. Hugh Thomas credited them (and the Spanish Legion) as “the only 

strong units in the Nationalist Army,” critical to eventual Nationalist success.13 Dante Puzzo 

called them the war’s “best fighting forces” and Gerald Howson, “the most effective.”14 Pierre 

Broué and Émile Témime cast the Regulares and Tercio as a “trump card” in the Nationalist 

playbook.15 Raymond Carr wrote that they “tipped the balance” of the war.16 While these 

glowing toplines—derived from Spanish Civil War History’s giants—hint at truth, few of their 

authors spent more than a few pages (at best) on the Moroccans. Most situated the troops’ 

efficacy at the nexus of numbers and expendability. Even Sebastian Balfour, whose touchstone 

work argued definitively—in more than a few pages—that the Spanish Civil War would not have 

been won by the Nationalists without the Regulares and Tercio, arrived at “cannon fodder” as an 

appropriate summation of their prime function.17 Before and after Balfour, a diverse array of 

Moroccanists and Hispanists have done the same, with perennial deference to the same phrase: 

“cannon fodder.”18  

18 Inigo Alexander, “The Spanish Civil War’s Forgotten Arab Republicans,” The Middle East Eye, November 19, 
2021, https://www.middleeasteye.net/discover/spain-civil-war-arab-republicans-forgotten; Maria Rosa De 
Madariaga, “The Intervention of Moroccan Troops in the Spanish Civil War: A Reconsideration,” European History 

17 Sebastian Balfour, Deadly Embrace: Morocco and the Road to the Spanish Civil War (Oxford University Press, 
2002), 312, 306-307. 

16 Raymond Carr, The Spanish Tragedy: The Civil War in Perspective (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1977), 135. 

15 Pierre Broué and Emile Témime, The Revolution and the Civil War in Spain, trans. Tony White (MIT Press, 
1972), 105, 173. These authors hedged on the prominence of their role in deciding the war. 

14 Dante Anthony Puzzo, The Spanish Civil War (Van Nostrand Reinhold Company, 1969), 11; Gerald Howson, 
Arms for Spain: The Untold Story of the Spanish Civil War (John Murray, 1998), 10. 

13 Hugh Thomas, The Spanish Civil War, rev. ed. (Modern Library, 2001), 206, 265. 
12 Francis H. Mellor, Morocco Awakes (Methuen Publishers, 1939), 132. 
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Those arms-length analyses—while dangerously simplistic—are an understandable 

corollary to the wartime mythology surrounding ‘Franco’s bloody Moors.’ Poets, commentators, 

propagandists, and journalists of all stripes amplified the presence and role of Moroccan 

Regulares, while bestializing their character. Tales of murder, rape, and torture at Moroccan 

hands (though never admitted or confirmed by Moroccans themselves) defined the war’s 

immediate memory in Spain and perfused the resultant literature. Preexisting notions of martial 

races with lesser morality—strongly held by some in Spain vis-à-vis their southward 

neighbors—only quickened the pace with which such representations proliferated. Spanish 

Republicans, Nationalists, and their sympathizers in the postwar polemic seemed to agree on one 

thing: Moroccan Regulares were vicious. Earlier (and often amateur) historians surrendered to 

such uncritical caricatures, reducing Regulares to a force of “beasts” unified by “bloodlust.”19 

Others have plumbed the predispositions and motives that lent Republican and Nationalist 

propagandists the vernacular to deride Moroccans.20 But most have shielded their analyses from 

sources and preceding works which they rightly discounted as pejorative at best. The result has 

been an almost statistical (though in no way social scientific) summary of Moroccan presence in 

the war: Moroccans shouldered the heaviest fighting and many died, therefore they must have 

been cannon fodder.21 ‘Safe’ conclusions however, are not always correct. 

21 The one exception to this has been Tuma’s analysis of military medals won by Regulares, where he has shown that 
Regulares received outsized recognition by the Nationalist government for their role in the Spanish Civil War. His 
analysis has been helpful. This chapter provides the context and evidence that sketch the image of a force that 
received such plaudits from Madrid. See Ali Al Tuma, “Guns, Culture and Moors: Racial Stereotypes and the 
Cultural Impact of the Moroccan Participation in the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939),” (PhD diss., Leiden 
University, 2016), 34. 

20 Elisabeth Bolorinos Allard, “The Crescent and the Dagger: Representations of the Moorish Other during the 
Spanish Civil War,” Bulletin of Spanish Studies 93, no. 6 (2016): 1–24. 

19 Herbert L. Matthews, Half of Spain Died: A Reappraisal of the Spanish Civil War (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1973), 
105, 118. 

Quarterly 22, no. 1 (1992): 87, https://doi.org/10.1177/026569149202200103; Hishaam D. Aidi, “The Interference 
of Al-Andalus: Spain, Islam, and the West,” Social Text 24, no. 2 (2006): 67, 
https://doi.org/10.1215/01642472-24-2_87-67. 
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The Battlefield Which Met the Moroccan Regular 

 In July 1936, Nationalist leaders knew none of the texture and timeline of what would 

become a costly three-year war. Puzzo was right to say that “[t]he idea of a [lengthy] crusade was 

an afterthought.”22 Indeed, the inception of the Spanish Civil War (as civil war) was an 

unwelcome and largely unexpected development. The Nationalist coalition intended and 

predicted a swift coup d’etat. Early on, Nationalist strategists overestimated kinetic Nationalist 

support in mainland Spain among enlisted soldiers, concerned citizens, and members of the Civil 

Guard willing to fight for the cause.23 They also underestimated kinetic Republican support and 

resolve, much of which would come from the same sources: enlisted soldiers, concerned citizens, 

and nearly the entire Civil Guard. Such cheery mischaracterizations treated the addition of the 

Army of Africa—and its Regulares—as a helpful, if not redundant, insurance policy for an 

almost inevitable success. 

Proclamations in Spanish Morocco, where the “alzamiento” (uprising) began, elucidate 

the Nationalists’ temporal bluster. An announcement under Franco’s name in Melilla’s El 

Telegrama Del Rif on July 18, 1936 ‘made known’ to readers that the Army had taken upon itself 

the duty to “reestablish the empire of ORDER within the REPUBLIC.”24 The same declaration 

inhabited full-page spreads across Spanish Morocco in mid-July. Larache’s Heraldo de 

Marruecos published a number of orders—from the declaration of a “STATE OF WAR” to 

newly imposed curfews and weapons licensing—necessitated “in order to carry out the 

24 Francisco Franco, “Don Francisco Franco Bahamonde, General de División y Jefe de las Fuerzas Armadas de 
Africa, Hago Saber,” El Telegrama Del Rif, July 18, 1936, The General Library and Archives of Tetouan, Tétouan, 
Morocco. 

23 The Civil Guard (or Guardia Civil) was Spain’s national gendarmerie. See Paul Preston, Franco: A Biography 
(Fontana, 1995), 130–45. 

22 Puzzo, The Spanish Civil War, 11. 
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announced work quickly.”25 The mandate appeared alongside front-page reporting, which touted 

that the “[Nationalist] movement extended in all the provinces [of mainland Spain].”26 The 

newspaper boldfaced false claims (from ‘official’ sources) on July 20, 1936 that “Madrid [had 

fallen] to the power of General Mola at 12pm” that day and that the “military movement [had] 

triumphed completely.”27 In reality, it would be nearly three years till Madrid finally fell to the 

Nationalists. Yet, disinformation notwithstanding, the tenor of the moment centered on speed. 

The rebellion against the newly elected Republican Popular Front government began with the 

July 17–18 seizure of Melilla in the east of the Protectorate.28 The rest of Spanish Morocco, 

principally the two other metropolises to the west, Ceuta and Tetouan, followed within the course 

of a few days with “[Melilla’s] insurrection [as] the model.”29 Freshly arrived in Tetouan, Franco 

took command of the Nationalists’ Spanish Moroccan operations, which were all but over.30  

The same could not be said for mainland Spain. General Emilio Mola’s campaign made 

some gains in Spain’s North—largely with the assistance of the Navarrese Requeté, a royalist 

faction somewhere between street-gang and paramilitary.31 However, the incapacitation of 

Republican Spain’s command-and-control infrastructure appeared as distant as ever. Nationalists’ 

core constituency, composed of the middle and upper classes, preferred to support the cause with 

their purses, parlor rooms, and plaudits—not their lives.32 Conversely, the Republic’s defense 

attracted an almost immediate rash of energetic corporeal support. Newly-formed Republican 

32 Noel Monks, Eyewitness: The Journal of a World Correspondent (Shakespeare Head Press, 1956), 83. 

31 Gabriel Jackson, Spanish Republic and the Civil War, 1931–1939 (Princeton University Press, 2012), 333. For an 
account of the Requetés’ ferocity, see Francis McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain: Being the Experiences of an Irish 
War-Correspondent during the Great Civil War Which Began in 1936 (Burns, Oates, and Washbourne, 1937), 173. 

30 Howson, Arms for Spain, 8. 
29 Thomas, The Spanish Civil War, 205. 
28 Thomas, The Spanish Civil War, 204. 
27 “Triunfa el Movimiento Militar Completamente,” Heraldo de Marruecos. 
26 “Triunfa el Movimiento Militar Completamente,” Heraldo de Marruecos. 

25 “Triunfa el Movimiento Militar Completamente,” Heraldo de Marruecos, July 20, 1936, The General Library and 
Archives of Tetouan, Tétouan, Morocco. Author’s own italics. 
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militias took to the streets, half of the Civil Guard reaffirmed its Republican fealty, and scores of 

enlisted soldiers deserted or otherwise turned on their officers.33 Nationalist cabals in local 

garrisons were quickly crippled from within or stymied from without. The mass defection of the 

Spanish Air Force and Navy to the Republic deepened this predicament. The former flew sorties 

over Nationalist positions in Spanish Morocco and Navarre; the latter blockaded the Strait of 

Gibraltar—effectively arresting the transport of the Army of Africa to peninsular Spain.  

Less than a week into their coup-attempt, Nationalists faced a tripartite dilemma: loyalty 

was scarce, manpower was light, and Republicans seemed to possess the preponderance of 

technological power with their warships and planes. Stalemate trended toward strategic failure, 

and Franco encouraged “blind faith.”34 Nationalist reflexes, however, were more works than 

faith; they were frenetic, not passive. Franco toured Spanish Morocco, met with Moroccan elites, 

and even bestowed Spanish military honors on the Moroccan Grand Vizier.35 Other emissaries 

courted international allies (in Britain, Italy, and Germany). In both quarters, Nationalists 

promised a quick victory with the right resources. The best army units and arsenals—manned by 

Moroccans and administered by the Army of Africa—were in Morocco.36 Nationalist overtures 

expended international capital and ceded leverage to Berlin and Rome. That this outward turn, 

and the eventual first-of-its-kind airlift by Junker 52s for Regulares, was precarious testified to 

the onus placed upon Moroccan troops to deliver for the Nationalists; they were necessary. It also 

hinted at their capabilities as a fighting force. Once across the mouth of the Mediterranean, a 

shock-and-awe blitz through the peninsula to Madrid would quickly dislodge Republican 

36 Arthur Koestler, Spanish Testament (Gollancz, 1937), 74; Henry Buckley, Life and Death of the Spanish Republic 
(Hamish Hamilton, 1940), 234. 

35 Preston, Franco, 145. 
34 Preston, Franco, 150. 
33 Preston, Franco, 152. Preston places the number of Army defections to the Republicans at nearly half. 
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hold-outs and deliver the government to the generals’ hands—or, so the argument went. The 

arrow-tip of this strategy, Moroccan Regulares were the Nationalists’ putsch force. 

If the coup d’etat had proceeded as the Nationalists intended, Moroccan Regulares could 

have been rightly relegated to summary in numbers and expendability. At its plainest, their role 

in ‘restoring’ the Spanish empire would have been little more than to ‘look scary, carry guns, and 

wear uniforms.’37 During the first week of fighting, residents of Seville witnessed what this 

might have looked like. Twenty Regulares and forty-four Legionaries arrived at the airfield in 

Seville.38 On General de Llano’s orders, the still “airsick” Regulares were quickly taxied “round 

and round the city.”39 Its citizens were meant to “think far greater numbers had reached 

Seville.”40 It would be difficult to prove de Llano’s tactic had no effect on the city’s Republican 

will to fight. Yet, in the end, as the country devolved into full-scale war, it was a force of 

Moroccans, Legionaries, and local Falangists that would lead the fierce assault on San Julián, 

Seville’s working-class district and a Republican stronghold.41 The Regulares’ conventional 

warfighting, more than presence, defined the course of that victory and many more. 

Show-and-tell tactics might work in poker and short-runway coups d’etat, but they rarely work 

in war.  

41 More than enough evidence secures that this confrontation was a bloody one. 
40 Fraser, Blood of Spain, 108. 
39 Fraser, Blood of Spain, 108. 
38 Fraser, Blood of Spain, 108. 

37 Carlos Castilla del Pino, then only a thirteen-year-old boy in San Roque (a town mere miles from Cadiz and the 
Spanish coast), remembered the early Regulares as a force there and gone in a whirlwind. On July 19, 1936, he 
watched as they approached, their weapons raised. They rushed the city’s barracks and ‘captured’ San Roque 
without a shot fired. Their arrival, conquest, and departure were all but “a passing event.” Their story was also rare. 
Freshly arrived that morning in Algeciras, these troops were the fortunate vanguard, part of the two Moroccan 
tabores whisked across the Strait of Gibraltar by ship before the Republican naval blockade. The first airlift—then 
practically the only way to transport soldiers and weapons across the channel—by two Spanish Fokker bombers 
happened the next day. See Ronald Fraser, Blood of Spain: An Oral History of the Spanish Civil War (Pimlico, 
1986), 65. 
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Moroccans as a Modern Force   

No longer coup-plotters, the Nationalists needed a force far beyond cannon fodder. Until 

the war’s waning days, they sought Moroccan troops, airlifted them to Spain with all haste, and 

“almost exclusively deployed [them] on the strategically crucial fronts.”42 Whitaker pegged them 

as a salvific force, which “saved” the Nationalists who had “lost the coup d’etat.”43 It is tempting 

to assume the worst of Nationalist strategists—as most historians of the war not-so-subtly do. 

That Moroccan Regulares were present at every strategic front would seem a convenient source 

of insulation for Spanish troops; Moroccans served as cannon fodder, so Spaniards did not have 

to. Yet, this interpretation neglects the wary pragmatism of coup-plotters-turned-rebels or their 

appreciation of Moroccan Regulares’ skill.44 Lunn summed the topline strategy of the 

Nationalists well: because the Republicans “always [had] the advantage of numbers [ . . . for] the 

Nationalists the game was bluff; audacity; manœuvre; [and] speed.”45 It was also “always the 

same.”46 Put differently, the Nationalists disdained a war of attrition and needed a highly efficient 

strike-force, which could conduct a consistent, almost replicable campaign. In short, they 

required a modern force.  

 The problem, as one Hungarian journalist pinned it, was that a force capable of such 

stamina and strategic engagement was entirely impossible to conscript in mainland Spain. The 

Nationalists “knew that every bayonet that they forced into the hands of the peasants of 

Andalusia and Estremadura [sic] might be turned against them at a suitable moment.”47 Their 

47 Koestler, Spanish Testament, 36. 
46 Lunn, Spanish Rehearsal, 61. 

45 Arnold Lunn, Spanish Rehearsal: An Eyewitness in Spain during the Civil War, 1936–1939 (Devin-Adair, 1974), 
60–61. 

44 Indeed, as noted later, Franco lamented that the experience of battle was at times constrained to Regulares. He 
commanded that the experience be spread among Nationalist troops more equitably. See Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 
309. 

43 John T. Whitaker, We Cannot Escape History (Macmillan, 1943), 100. 
42 Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 299. 
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fears were not altogether unfounded. At least one soldier complained of Republicans who 

imitated Nationalist troops in order to catch his company unawares, though this phenomenon was 

likely far more common.48 Neil MacMasters’ interviews with soldiers who fought in the war 

revealed a force that often fought for “political and military forces which they secretly 

opposed.”49 As Republican or Nationalist zones changed hands, many of their inhabitants faced a 

choice: submit to social pressures to join the local (Republican or Nationalist) militia or welcome 

suspicions of infidelity and sympathy for the other side. James Matthews termed them “reluctant 

warriors” and Thomas characterized their loyalty as “by accident of geography.”50 Moroccan 

50 James Matthews, Reluctant Warriors (Oxford University Press, 2012); Thomas, The Spanish Civil War, 315. 

49 Neil MacMaster, Spanish Fighters: An Oral History of Civil War and Exile (St. Martin’s Press, 1990), 14; James 
Cleugh, Spanish Fury: The Story of a Civil War (Harrap, 1962), 74. 

48 Hubert R. Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar: A Warlog of the Spanish Revolution (David McKay, 1936), 
187–88. This soldier exalted in a Moroccan advance, as it was certain that the Republicans “couldn’t imitate the 
Moors.” 
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Regulares’ ubiquity on the front lines was less the product of Nationalists’ self-interested 

insulation and more their self-interested solution to distrust of Spanish footsoldiers. They wanted 

to win.  

If it was true that Moroccan troops were some of the only troops that could be trusted to 

effectuate Nationalist war aims, their deployments could not be wasted. Unlike their Republican 

counterparts, Nationalist strategists had a more immediately finite supply of troops. Only so 

many Moroccans could be enlisted, airlifted, paid, or otherwise contented.51 Thrift, or the 

“principle . . . to waste as few lives as possible,” quickly became a key Nationalist objective.52 

Nationalists were not altruists. They simply could not “afford losses” and struggled to trust local 

militias with the maintenance of gains, much less any territorial advancement.53 Regulares, 

however, could act as a territory-taking vanguard and leavening agent to the Nationalists’ 

militia-staffed efforts at maintaining new positions.54 This is why Regulares were not 

geographically concentrated, but diffuse in their deployment. If Nationalist strategists intended to 

use Moroccan troops as an infinite resource, they might have been collectively deployed to 

Madrid or Teruel, where the hardest fighting was from late 1936–1939. While some Moroccans 

did fight in those theaters, the presence of Regulares at strategically significant engagements 

throughout Spain—from remote Asturias to central Toledo—testified to an import beyond 

overwhelming quantity.  

54 Just as ‘a little leaven leavens the whole lump,’ Regulares could supply weak militias with manpower, resolve, and 
skill where there was little. 

53 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 151. 
52 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 150. 

51 It could be argued that Nationalists would have simply forgone pay disbursements to account for this. However, 
potential trickery notwithstanding, Nationalists would still need a viable method to induce Moroccan compliance 
and non-desertion. Spanish Morocco was also the only peaceful center for economic activity in the Nationalist 
quasi-state. It needed workers to maintain base-levels of production, mining, and farming activity. See Mellor, 
Morocco Awakes, 113. 
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Governed by such concerns, Regulares conducted fast-paced sweeps of Spain. They were 

not always staring down Republican gun barrels. Though when they did, it was during bursts of 

close-quarters combat often aided by airpower and artillery. If they were idle, they were holding 

threatened positions—mostly in or near Madrid. Newly analyzed war logs from the Regulares de 

Ceuta no. 3, tabores I–X corroborate this.55 They reveal that troops faced major military 

movements or engagements at an average clip of 1:45 days.56 Most tabores moved or fought at 

daily frequency in streaks, followed by longer periods ranging from 55–288 days holding 

56 “Grupo de Regulares Indígena Infantería de Ceuta no. 3 Historial Desde su Creación Hasta 1.956,” 1914/1956, 
collection 136/03, section no. 2 Asuntos, subsection JO Organización, Cuartel General del Ejército del Norte de 
África fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Ceuta (AIMC), Ceuta, Spain. 

55 These were examined and tabulated by the author.  
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positions. This varied by the timing of deployment and the part of Spain tabores were sent to. 

The mostly Asturias-based tabor IV exemplified the average. Its longest stretch of non-major 

engagement (239 days) was during its occupation of Ovideo and its march to Teruel as the 

Spanish Civil War came to a close. Tabor X, sent to the Aragon front in 1938, faced the highest 

rate of conflict (averaged at 16 days between engagements) and only stalled for 55 days at most. 

Deployed in Andalusia and the Sierra Nevada, tabor VIII fought and moved the least. Huddled 

along mountain trenches, their major military engagements came at less frequent intervals. Tabor 

I, traversed most of southern Spain from 1936–1939. They roved back and forth from east to 

west, sometimes revisiting and retaking the same mountain passes or villages. Regulares, then, 

had to be dynamic—able to fight daily or maintain position for half a year—a rare task for any 

troops during the war. Such guerilla-like strike-and-return tactics were distinctly modern. 

Institutional Memory and Martial Skill 

The Nationalists trusted Moroccan Regulares—and, thus, incorporated them as a core 

element of wartime strategy till the end. Before the war, young soldiers (and even a young 

Franco) petitioned to be stationed in Africa with the Regulares or the Tercio, if they were lucky.57 

If it was already where a military careerist’s fortunes were made, promotions garnered, and valor 

won, during the war, the reputation remained.58 On the war’s frontlines, Knickerbocker still 

found that young, “adventurous, romantic-minded” officers “chose the Moroccan corner of the 

service as the most interesting.”59 Its allure derived from its renown. Soldiers who served with 

the Regulares were inculcated in a “cult of bravery or audacity,” which prized heroism, devotion, 

59 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 53. 

58 Nearly all of the Nationalist top brass, including Franco, were the products of service in the Army of Africa—and 
specifically, the Regulares. See Preston, Franco, 13–38, 106, 164–65. 

57 Preston, Franco, xx. 
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and discipline.60 Many of the initial 20,000-strong corps of Regulares on the Spanish peninsula 

were veterans of the indigenous police force. Many had seen combat in the Rif War and most had 

drilled extensively with the Army of Africa. When Knickerbocker interviewed Regulares in his 

tabor, many claimed to have served “eighteen years,” with one veteran Moroccan soldier “well 

past sixty” by the correspondent’s estimation.61 As the war progressed, the numbers of veteran 

Regulares flagged and were “replenished several times over.”62 Even so, another embed with 

Moroccan troops, Harold Cardozo, explained that “the influence of the few old soldiers who 

were left and the survivors among the officers and sergeants were so powerful” as to maintain 

the quality that Spanish officers had come to expect from the Regulares.63 Cardozo remembered 

being “assured” by General José Enrique Varela that the latter had “never noticed any decrease in 

the fighting and tactical value of these regiments.”64  

The maintenance of such quality had several sources. For one, most Regulares, including 

the later reinforcements, received some level of training before embarking to Spain, even if it 

was “hurriedly” conducted.65 The Spanish recruitment-base also extended to many of the same 

tribes and villages that had fought against the Army of Africa during the Rif War.66 This meant a 

significant number of Regulares had more battle experience—both with or against the 

Spanish—than the average Spanish miliciano (or militiaman). The remainder of the Regulares’ 

force benefited from a heritage of conflict below the threshold of all-out-war, which had long 

been “the order of the day” in the Rif Mountains.67 For the average recruit, conflict was a 

67 David Montgomery Hart, The Aith Waryaghar of the Moroccan Rif: An Ethnography and History (University of 
Arizona Press, 1976), 12. 

66 Thomas, The Spanish Civil War, 90. 
65 Cardozo, The March of a Nation, 241. 
64 Cardozo, The March of a Nation, 107. 
63 Cardozo, The March of a Nation, 107. 
62 Harold G. Cardozo, The March of a Nation: My Year of Spain’s Civil War (Right Book Club, 1937), 107. 
61 Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 56. 
60 Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 177. 
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not-so-distant tool of individual and tribal advancement; tribes warred with tribes and clans 

warred with clans.68 Intertribal alliances and unifying leaders like Abd el-Krim lessened the 

frequency of conflict at the intertribal level, while also institutionalizing cross-tribal forces, like 

the earliest Riffian “regulars” of the 1920s.69 The Spanish policy of pacification following the Rif 

War (July 1927) also abated conflict and purportedly reduced weapons stocks in the Rif. Whether 

nomadic or newly sedentary, diffuse or institutionalized, some form of kinetic conflict was 

familiar for the average Riffian tribesman. For some teenage Regulares, who could “barely carry 

a rifle,” this pedigree had only marginal benefit.70 However, at minimum and on aggregate, most 

Riffian tribesmen were more accustomed to conflict, particularly of a quick-strike variety, than 

most Spaniards.  

When they could carry them, most Riffian recruits were well-acquainted with rifles as 

instruments of war. A preferred weapon for mountain warfare, rifles were ubiquitous in the Rif. 

With the advent of Spanish weapons proscription, rifles and their use became more scarce. 

However, as late as 1936, at least one commentator noted that every tribesman he met in the Rif 

bore a rifle.71 Whether the relic of a tumultuous recent history or the more banal needs of 

subsistence hunting, most Riffians were “excellent rifle shots.”72 Their marksmanship and expert 

concealment continued to be noteworthy during the Spanish Civil War, distinguishing them as a 

“first-class military machine” intent to “make every bullet count.”73 The Associated Press’s 

Charles Foltz Jr. called them “guerilla sharpshooters.”74 Peter Kemp, who fought alongside them, 

74 Charles Foltz, The Masquerade in Spain (Houghton Mifflin, 1948), 29. 
73 Kluckhohn, “With the Moors on the March,” 3. 
72 Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 366. 
71 Mellor, Morocco Awakes, 130. 
70 Los Perdedores, directed by Driss Deibeck (Sur Films, 2006), 12:06. 
69 Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 369, 382. 

68 Riffian tribes were essentially bipartite. Even “when the two halves were not fighting against each other, feuding 
continued just as intensely on a lower level, amongst the lineages of a single clan.” See Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 
12. 
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deferred to their expertise as snipers, reconnoiters, and masters of surprise.75 Such skills, 

apparent even in those troops lacking a ten or twenty year service record with the Regulares, 

were not mirrored in the average Republican recruit—many of whom were learning how to hold, 

reload, and clean rifles ‘on the job.’76  

Skirmish, accuracy, and ambush were part and parcel of most conflict in the Rif. On the 

battlefields of Spain, the same tactics drew Republican fear.77 Kluckhohn remarked that the 

Regulares shot “with a precision unusual in this war.”78 Republican fighters described the 

Regulares as an almost frenetic force, “continually on alert,” vacillating from a deadly, 

‘shoot-at-anything’ trigger-happiness to the patience of flanking ambushes.79 Frontline forces 

feared their furtive, nighttime strikes.80 Regler’s apocryphal Regulares—the product of the 

German author’s collected impressions of the war—were also masters of stealth and surprise, 

felling targets from afar, “lurking” in the shadows, and reappearing within range to unload 

grenades and rifle volleys.81 Another German—this time a volunteer in the International 

Brigade—gave a summary adjective to describe his Moroccan foes’ movements: “shrouded.”82 

“[U]sed to the open country and mountain fighting” as they were, they fanned across rural 

battlefields and Spanish mountain ranges in “small independent groups.”83 Camouflaging their 

movements, they moved between “small dugouts” strategically situated behind trees and 

83 Cecil Gerahty, The Road to Madrid (Hutchinson and Co., 1937), 135, 47. 
82 Wili, in From Spanish Trenches: Recent Letters from Spain, ed. Marcel Acier (Modern Age Books, 1937), 87. 

81 Gustav Regler, The Great Crusade, trans. Whittaker Chambers and Barrows Mussey (Longmans, Green, 1940), 
61, 260, 276–79. 

80 Claud Cockburn, Cockburn in Spain: Despatches from the Spanish Civil War, ed. James Pettifer (Lawrence and 
Wishart, 1986), 161. 

79 Francisco Pérez López, Dark and Bloody Ground: A Guerrilla Diary of the Spanish Civil War, ed. Victor Guerrier, 
trans. Joseph D. Harris, (Little, Brown, 1972), 81, 83. 

78 Frank L. Kluckhohn, “Death in the Afternoon―and at Dawn,” in The Spanish Civil War, ed. Gabriel Jackson (The 
New York Times, 1972), 49. 

77 Alvah Bessie, Men in Battle: A Story of Americans in Spain (Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 1954), 
221. 

76 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 66. 
75 Peter Kemp, Mine Were of Trouble (Cassell and Co., 1957), 59. 
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outcrops.84 It was an imported Moroccan technique, which could conceal even large troop 

movements. Knickerbocker remembered stumbling across an olive grove, where tiny dugouts 

beneath each tree hid an entire Moroccan tabor.85 Neither air patrol nor passerby could ascertain 

their presence. Concealment paired with their fighting style. A British major observed that they 

“work[ed] upon their stomachs and wriggle[d] forward at a reptilian speed.”86  

They were scrappy, yet calculating. The Regulares’ warfighting style exemplified the 

tactical subterfuge coveted by modern armies waging quasi-guerilla wars. Early on, some, like a 

company of Regulares at the hilly hamlet of Peguerinos, halfway between Ávila  and Madrid, 

pretended to surrender, only to open fire upon unsuspecting Republicans at close range.87 New 

technologies afforded greater latitude to amend such techniques. In the later stages of the 

87 H. Edward Knoblaugh, Correspondent in Spain (Sheed and Ward, 1937), 96–97. 
86 McNeill Moss, in Koestler, Spanish Testament, 166. 
85 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 117–18. 
84 Gerahty, The Road to Madrid, 47. 
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war—when trench and barricade warfare dominated—Moroccan troops approached enemy 

trenches, “their hands in the air in token of surrender,” rifles seemingly abandoned.88 However, 

their arrival at an acceptable distance betrayed grenades concealed in the palms of their raised 

hands.89 This mastery of close-range grenadiering extended to their confrontations with heavy 

components, like tanks. One of their techniques was so effective it was adopted by Republican 

soldiers. Striking from concealment, Regulares threw petrol on tanks’ rubber treads, followed by 

the one-two-punch of a lit-fuse grenade.90 The resultant explosion engulfed the lumbering 

machines in flames. Even limited experience with skirmish-prone, quick-strike combat could 

differentiate the Moroccan force, including against mechanized opponents. 

In a war where the maintenance of a “rather elastic frontline” was essential to the 

consolidation of gains and minimization of losses, these skills—intrinsic to the Regulares—were 

essential.91 Populating many, often rugged, ‘no man’s lands,’ they were the war’s elite patrol 

force. Where others faltered, they scrambled high crests, fought on hundred-foot-high cliffs, and 

used natural elements, like boulders, for cover.92 Where others complained of harsh weather 

incongruent with their urban origin—Andalusia’s scorching heat or the Sierra Nevada 

mountains’ chill—Moroccan Regulares were less disoriented.93 Save for their Spanish setting, 

93 Di Marcorengo, Trenta Mesi Nel Tercio, 113. McCullagh complained of a cold ‘worse than Russia’; see 
McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 81, 268–71. Kemp described long marches through snow blizzards, where more 
casualties came from cold than the enemy (~3,500 estimated cases of frostbite in his contingent); see Kemp, Mine 
Were of Trouble 125–26; Knickerbocker compared to Africa; see Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 8, 15. 
Legionaries interviewed by Knickerbocker claimed the weather was ‘worse than Africa’; see Knickerbocker, The 
Siege of Alcazar, 64. An American International Brigadier complained of the frigid cold, see Ely J. Sack Papers, 
1937–1938, ALBA.094, Tamiment Library/Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, New York University, New York, 
USA. 

92 Jef Last, in From Spanish Trenches, 37; Robert Payne, The Civil War in Spain, 1936–1939 (Putnam, 1962), 206. 

91 Cardozo, The March of a Nation, 108; Francesco Odetti di Marcorengo, Trenta Mesi Nel Tercio (Casa Editrice M. 
Carra, 1940), 231. Translations from Italian are the author’s. 

90 Geoffrey Cox, Defence of Madrid: An Eyewitness Account from the Spanish Civil War (Otago University Press, 
1937), 129. 

89 Theodore Cogswell Papers, Tamiment Library/Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives. 

88 Theodore Cogswell Papers, 1937–1939, ALBA.020, box 1, Tamiment Library/Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, 
New York University, New York, USA. 
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observations of inherent Moroccan skill—in concealment, surprise, and bullet-thrift—took place 

in an almost familiar environment.94 Indeed, Cecil Gerahty, a veteran war correspondent of the 

Rif War, considered the Regulares, whom he met on mountain patrols north of Córdoba, quite at 

home “in a country which very closely resembled their own.”95 Northern Morocco’s landscape, 

which moved between jagged peaks, frigid nights, sunbaked earth, and Mediterranean groves, 

was not altogether different from much of the Spanish countryside that Regulares would traverse 

and fight in.96 As the war progressed, Moroccan troops benefited from a sense of familiarity and 

comparative ease, contra their Nationalist counterparts and Republican foes, in possessing some 

of the only fixed positions of the war: the contested mountain trincheras (mountain trenches) that 

criss-crossed Spain.97 southern and northern Spain doubly testified to their quality.  

Moroccan skill was also bound in the Regulares’ emphasis on discipline, or as Cardozo 

deemed it, “the marvel of [their] esprit de corps.”98 Knickerbocker’s time with the Regulares left 

him with an impression of their “excellent . . . discipline.”99 He noted that they spoke only “just 

enough Spanish to get the commands” and saluted their officers, holding form “for thirty feet as 

they walk past an officer standing with his back toward them.”100 It was the sort of 

“conscientious” habit (as Knickerbocker put it) that one develops after harsh discipline for 

100 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 53, 58. 

99Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 57. McCullagh called their discipline “perfect.” He also claims they were 
“polyglottic”; see McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 101. 

98 Cardozo, The March of a Nation, 241. 
97 These were systems of mountain trenches and outposts; see Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 3–4. 

96 Later troops from Ifni (in Southern Morocco and not far from Saharan sands) would be much more out of place in 
Spain. Di Marcorengo notes the presence of tabores from Ifni, including one officered by an Italian; see Di 
Marcorengo, Trenta Mesi Nel Tercio, 221. 

95 Gerahty, The Road to Madrid, 42. 

94 The greatest similarity in climate was its temperate intemperance or its fairly drastic swings. The Rif is part 
desertified, part lush, part arborous, part barren. It is a place where days get hot and nights cold, with intensification 
following roughly seasonal lines. While the climate was not necessarily symmetric in Spain, the diversity of climate 
experiences would not have been so foreign to the average Riffian recruit, many of whom were more accustomed 
with rural living versus the average urban recruits which were more accustomed to the less variable weather of urban 
areas and the shelter from the elements which they afford. 
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neglecting to do so, the result of a force granted little “latitude.”101 Indeed, at least one Moroccan 

officer was killed in Larache for insubordination during the initial sweep across Spanish 

Morocco in 1936.102 Others were jailed for attempted desertion or other breaches of discipline.103 

Whatever the source—fealty, fear, or some mixture of the two—their observers would later 

comment that “rigidity” and undying loyalty defined the Regulares.104 This ‘ironclad’ discipline 

was not monolithic; small numbers of Moroccans fled in battle and others deserted.105 Still, the 

vast majority of Moroccan Regulares comprised what the Hispanist Gabriel Jackson called one 

of the “world’s toughest, best-disciplined” forces.106 This discipline was most striking when their 

number was “facing deadly shooting.”107 More than one account testified that they “obey[ed] 

orders implicitly,” remaining “cool, self-possessed, and passionless” even as bullets whizzed 

about their ranks.108 H. Edward Knoblaugh, an Associated Press correspondent in Spain during 

the war, placed the Regulares somewhere between “reckless” and “traditional.”109 They won his 

praise through their demonstrated “courage and disregard for their lives in the heat of battle.”110 

Knickerbocker defined this as their “fatalistic quiet,” and Kemp called it their “great courage and 

devotion.”111 One of the war’s few women correspondents, Virginia Cowles, used “hard-fighting” 

to encapsulate their style and verve.112  

112 Virginia Cowles, Looking for Trouble (Faber and Faber, [1941] 2010), 86. 

111 This term ‘fatalistic quiet’ has been used as a stereotype for those deemed ‘Oriental’ to observers. Still, it 
provides insight into how Regulares were perceived and recorded, jaunted-ness notwithstanding. See Knickerbocker, 
The Siege of Alcazar, 151; and Kemp, Mine Were of Trouble, 20. 

110 Knoblaugh, Correspondent in Spain, 40. 
109 Knoblaugh, Correspondent in Spain, 40. 
108 Kluckhohn, “Death in the Afternoon―and at Dawn,” 48–49. 
107 Kluckhohn, “Death in the Afternoon―and at Dawn,” 48. 
106 Jackson, Spanish Republic and the Civil War, 8. 

105 Buckley, Life and Death of the Spanish Republic, 287; Cox, Defence of Madrid, 164, 203; López, Dark and 
Bloody Ground, 82. 

104 McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 104; Lunn, Spanish Rehearsal, 85. 
103 Koestler, Spanish Testament, 280. 
102 Koestler, Spanish Testament, 70. 
101 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 58, 55. 
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A Counterfactual Force 

The shadow of Moroccan discipline and skill lengthens when juxtaposed against 

comparative silhouettes, beginning with their Nationalist compatriots. McCullagh noted the stark 

difference between the disciplined Regulares, whose disposition diverged from “nearly all the 

other [Nationalist troops . . . who] are still of the easy-going mañana type . . . half-asleep.”113 He 

also claimed that the remainder of the Nationalist army was composed of little more than “poor 

[Spanish] shepherds.”114 However exaggerated McCullagh’s allegations may have been, it was 

true that mainland Nationalist troops were lacking in any formal military training and the 

necessary modicum of discipline.115 That McCullagh dined with, laughed with, and generally 

supported the Nationalists made his comments even more damning. Even Nationalist officers’ 

“incompetence, lack of training, and lack of ordinary courage” drew ire from the allied German 

and Italian participants.116 One German Legionnaire, who fought alongside Moroccans at 

Badajoz, chose instead to praise the Regulares as “damned good.”117 Yet, neither were the 

“blonde Moors” (as Italians allied with the Nationalists became known) the war’s goliaths.118 In 

fact, the highly-trained Italian troops fared poorly by comparison. Though their losses were 

heavily censored at the time, their infantry corps experienced heavier casualties than any Spanish 

or Moroccan force on the Nationalist side.119 While one Nationalist Captain and press officer, 

family-named Aguilera, characterized the Spanish Moroccan relationship as a “natural kinship,” 

since both were of “fighting stock,” calm-after-the-battle reports were less charitable to the 

119 Monks, Eyewitness, 79; Borkenau, The Spanish Cockpit, 265. 
118 Cox, Defence of Madrid, 191. 
117 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 69. 

116 Franz Borkenau, The Spanish Cockpit: An Eyewitness Account of the Political and Social Conflicts of the Spanish 
Civil War (University of Michigan Press, 1963), 12. 

115 Thomas, The Spanish Civil War, 315–16; McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 314. 
114 McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 176–77. 
113 McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 91. 
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Spanish fighters.120 With the singular efficiency of poetic meter, the Irish poet Louis MacNeice 

indicted Spaniards—Nationalist and Republican alike—with the assertion that they “lack all 

sense of business.”121 Franco seemed to be aware of this differential, criticizing the overreliance 

of his commanders on Moroccan troops. He lamented that they were not “spreading” the much 

needed “experience” of battle.122  

While Frank Ryan of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade complained that the Regulares fought 

“neither giving nor seeking quarter,” he admitted that the Spanish bedfellows the war had given 

him were “untrained” and “outclassed.”123 His friend and fellow Brigadier, John Tisa, similarly 

lamented that his side’s militiamen “wildly desert[ed].”124 The Republicans were plagued by the 

same inefficiencies of porous zones of control, where steadfast ‘support’ and sustainable 

recruitment were tenuous.125 Yet, Ryan and Tisa’s ‘side’ always had the advantage of more active 

popular support and its resultant numbers.126 Even so, the Republican masses, quickly enrolled in 

the defense of the Second Republic, possessed “no knowledge, little skill, [and] no final 

steadiness.”127 Borkenau reported from the Republican zone that many of the government’s 

volunteers were “naïve and enthusiastic.”128 This “raw militia” possessed what Cardozo termed 

“the usual bravery of untried and ill-trained troops.”129 As Geoffrey Cox, an embed with the 

129 However, bravery absent discipline is moot anywhere where competitive means are employed for finite 
ends—particularly the likes of victory. Otherwise, bravery is but a trifling salve to defeat. See Borkenau, The 
Spanish Cockpit, 77; Cardozo, The March of a Nation, 164. 

128 Borkenau, The Spanish Cockpit, 77. 
127 Lunn, Spanish Rehearsal, 60-61. 
126 Monks, Eyewitness, 83. 
125 See n. 167. Furthermore, desertions did not help. See Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 100. 
124 Tisa, Recalling the Good Fight, 57. 

123 Frank Ryan, prologue to Recalling the Good Fight: An Autobiography of the Spanish Civil War, by John Tisa 
(Praeger, 1985), xi, xiv. 

122 Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 309. 

121 Louis MacNeice, “‘Canto VI’ from Autumn Journal,” in And I Remember Spain: A Spanish Civil War Anthology, 
ed. Murray A. Sperber (Macmillan, 1974), 2. 

120 Lunn, Spanish Rehearsal, 39. For another example of nationalist praise for Regulares’ martial acumen, see José 
Alonso Mayo, quoted in Al Tuma, “Guns, Culture and Moors,” 45. 

61 



 

Republicans, reckoned, “this was open warfare where organization was as important as 

courage.”130 Republicans gained accolades from all corners for their bravery and against-all-odds 

audacity.131 However, theirs was a defensive campaign helmed by those “ignorant of the 

organization of war” and plagued by lackluster communication, poor discipline, nonexistent 

training, few “competent officers,” and no central command-and-control infrastructure.132 In a 

twist of irony, Republican banners read, “Without discipline there is no victory.”133 Yet, many 

rejected military discipline and others simply failed to receive its imposition from more senior 

Republicans. 134 Even discipline in the International Brigade was limited—though marginally 

better.135 The adversity, exhaustion, and selfish ambition common to war introduced what 

became a frequent flight from battle and slack within it—of which even Republican commanders 

complained.136 Thus, the poorly trained Republican milicianos sent to the front were arguably the 

real cannon fodder of the Spanish Civil War, mown down by skilled Moroccan 

machine-gunners.137 In the end, the conflict became a “war of a small body of trained troops 

against a vastly superior number of unorganized opponents aided by natural obstacles” and, 

eventually, during the war’s later stages, urban fortresses.138 Or, as Whitaker put it: it was a 

138 Kluckhohn, “Death in the Afternoon―and at Dawn,” 49. 
137 Buckley, Life and Death of the Spanish Republic, 240. 

136 Koestler, Spanish Testament, 132. Cockburn calls them “sleepy”; see Cockburn, Cockburn in Spain, 33. 
Borkenau, The Spanish Cockpit, 144. Even Regler’s fictitious Republicans were plagued by “chaos” in their ranks, 
with wild notions of discipline; see Regler, The Great Crusade, 22. 

135 Fred Thomas, To Tilt at Windmills: A Memoir of the Spanish Civil War (Michigan State University Press, 1996), 
18. 

134 Borkenau, The Spanish Cockpit, 33, 105; Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 150. 

133 Arturo Ballester, “Sin Disciplina No Hay Victoria,” [1932–42?], colored printed ink poster, in Recalling the Good 
Fight, by Tisa, 31. 

132 While Republicans had access to world-class informational advantages, they ill-applied such technology and 
suffered from a largely disjointed communicative strategy. See Burnett Bolloten, The Grand Camouflage: The 
Spanish Civil War and Revolution, 1936–39 (Praeger, 1968), 214–15; Cox, Defence of Madrid, 45; Borkenau, The 
Spanish Cockpit, 77; Kluckhohn, “Death in the Afternoon―and at Dawn,” 48. 

131 Cardozo, The March of a Nation, 164; Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 150; Borkenau, The Spanish 
Cockpit, 77. 

130 Cox, Defence of Madrid, 44. 
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contest between “professional mercenaries . . . superior to . . . undrilled men, hastily armed and 

sent into the field.”139 

Regulares as a Technical, Tech-Aided Force 

The Republicans were “outclassed,” but they were also outgunned.140 While Republican 

air- and seapower had initially limited Nationalist dexterity, new technology from Nationalist 

allies and their airlift capabilities—which allowed rapid troop and weapons movements from 

Moroccan barracks and arsenals—provided the Nationalists with a material advantage. Without 

immediate access to the same major arsenals and international arms flows as the Nationalists, the 

Republicans resembled a “mosaic of ill-equipped soldiers,” stacked unfairly against skilled 

Regulares (who were adept at utilizing warfighting technology).141 Koestler expressed the 

disparity in ratios: every four Nationalist soldiers were provided one machine-gun, while for 

every four Republican soldiers, there was only one rifle available.142 While this was probably an 

overstatement, other observers made similar estimates. Observers, like war correspondent and 

International Brigadier Louis Fischer, lamented the scarcity of Republican machine-guns.143 

After her fact-finding mission to Spain, the British Duchess of Atholl also asserted that only a 

third of the Republicans in the Sierra de Guadarrama Mountains had rifles.144 In Madrid, there 

was such a dearth of small arms that some milicianos could not join the battle until fellow 

defenders’ rifles had fallen.145 Where rifles were had, they were often of poor quality. Some were 

145 Puzzo, The Spanish Civil War, 46. 
144 Duchess of Atholl, Searchlight on Spain (Penguin, 1938), 93. 
143 Louis Fischer, The War in Spain (The Nation, 1937), 22, 25. 
142 Koestler, Spanish Testament, 37. 

141 While the Republic had access to Soviet arms, these were less efficacious and came in fewer numbers than the 
arms the Nationalists could import from Spanish Moroccan arsenals—and from Germany and Italy. See Buckley, 
Life and Death of the Spanish Republic, 287. 

140 Cockburn, Cockburn in Spain, 119; Ryan, prologue to Recalling the Good Fight, by Tisa, xiv; Koestler, Spanish 
Testament, 37. 

139 Whitaker, We Cannot Escape History, 100. 
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imported muskets from Mexico, while others were the recycled hand-me-downs of provincial 

life.146 To that effect, Fischer often saw guns marked “Oviedo 1896.”147 The patchwork of 

antique and imported guns was made more difficult through its lack of interoperability. Russian 

and Mexican munitions only fired from Russian or Mexican guns. One Republican miliciano 

rued that a soldier “who lost his company ran the risk of having no ammunition if he had to join 

another unit.”148 Even with the right munitions, some Republicans could not reload—because 

they simply did not know how.149 Elsewhere Republicans fought with whatever they could find, 

including pistols, knives, and axes.150 Heavy components, like artillery, tanks, or bombers, were 

even less available. Even as internationally-sourced armaments made their way from the Soviet 

Union and other Republican-aligned allies, severe supply chain mismanagement, such as a 

breakdown in trucking between Almería and Málaga, stymied its transport to the hottest conflict 

zones.151 As any reader of the children’s classic Rifles for Watie will know—access to matériel 

can make all the difference in civil war.152 

In small arms, conventional components, and experimental capabilities, the 

Nationalists—and their footforce of Regulares had every advantage. When Moroccan Regulares 

were airlifted to southern Spain, they brought small arms, machine-guns, and munitions from 

Spanish Morocco’s well-stocked arsenals.153 As they advanced across Spain, they also absorbed 

arms from friendly holdouts and captured arsenals.154 The Daily Telegraph’s Henry Buckley 

154 As in the relief of Toledo; see Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 177. 

153 Lunn, Spanish Rehearsal, 55; Buckley, Life and Death of the Spanish Republic, 234; Koestler, Spanish Testament, 
74. 

152 Harold Keith, Rifles for Watie (HarperCollins, 1957). 
151 Buckley, Life and Death of the Spanish Republic, 281. 
150 Duchess of Atholl, Searchlight on Spain, 93. 
149 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 66. 
148 Fraser, Blood of Spain, 258. 
147 Fischer, The War in Spain, 22. 
146 Fischer, The War in Spain, 22. 
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regaled British readers with a “magnificently equipped” Moroccan force, where one in six men 

had the latest “automatic” rifles.155 His seeming exaggeration is not altogether out of place in a 

corps where hallway guards brandished repeating rifles and even teenage enlistees were afforded 

rifles.156 Many Regulares, as their legends recognized, were outfitted with knives and grenades as 

well.157 They also had access to range-finders, anti-tank cannons, anti-aircraft guns, and 

entrenching tools.158 At minimum, the Nationalists had little want for basic handheld armaments 

and possessed a numeric advantage in machine-guns, which became critical components in 

Regulares’ strike tactics.159  

These tactics were augmented by aid from above and beside. Many Regulares were 

covered by artillery-fire, ferried by trucks, shielded by cordons of tanks, and even shouldered by 

horses, in the case of the Regulares’ cavalry units.160 Beyond granting a sheltered mobility most 

Republican troops could only dream of, this method of transport guaranteed good numbers of 

Regulares were in “fresher condition” than their counterparts.161 Republican defenders also had 

161 Cardozo, The March of a Nation, 105–106. Even so, bad gasoline could make a world of a difference, see 
Gerahty, The Road to Madrid, 49. For descriptions of the Regulares’ long marches from without and within, 
respectively, see Kemp, Mine Were of Trouble, 126, 166; and Los Perdedores, 19:59. 

160 For tanks, see Cox, Defence of Madrid, 104; Wili in From Spanish Trenches, 88; Fischer, The War in Spain, 25. 
For armored vehicles, see Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 59–60. For cavalry, see Cox, Defence of Madrid, 45; 
Knoblaugh, Correspondent in Spain, 107; Jef Last in From Spanish Trenches, 55. 

159 The Spanish Civil War was typified by machine-gun conflict. For a few examples, see Knickerbocker, The Siege 
of Alcazar, 48; Cockburn, Cockburn in Spain, 57; Henry T. Gorrell, Soldier of the Press: Covering the Front in 
Europe and North Africa, 1936–1943 (University of Missouri Press, 2009), 24; Sefton Delmer, Trail Sinister: An 
Autobiography, Volume One (Secker and Warburg, 1961), 259; Borkenau, The Spanish Cockpit, 163; Jackson, 
Spanish Republic and the Civil War, 8; Cardozo, The March of a Nation, 173, 229; Cox, Defence of Madrid, 104; 
McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 276; Buckley, Life and Death of the Spanish Republic, 234; Lunn, Spanish 
Rehearsal, 161; Koestler, Spanish Testament, 37. 

158 Cox, Defence of Madrid, 104; López, Dark and Bloody Ground, 106; Puzzo, The Spanish Civil War, 30. 

157 For both, see Broué and Témime, The Revolution and the Civil War in Spain, 105. For knives, see Knickerbocker, 
The Siege of Alcazar, 56; Koestler, Spanish Testament, 141. For grenades, see Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 
92; Koestler, Spanish Testament, 141; Payne, The Civil War in Spain, 29; Cardozo, The March of a Nation, 176; 
Ryan, prologue to Recalling the Good Fight, by Tisa, xii. 

156 Gerahty, The Road to Madrid, 228. The gun in question is a Colt repeating rifle, which was by no means the 
“latest” rifle. Even so, for the largely ceremonial task of guarding a hallway, it is better than that which Republicans 
seem to have been afforded. See Los Perdedores, 12:06. Koestler also describes rifles as part and parcel of 
Moroccan advance; see Koestler, Spanish Testament, 141. 

155 Buckley, Life and Death of the Spanish Republic, 233. 
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to endure German bombers’ ordinance or Italian fighter planes’ rotary-gun spray before even 

encountering their first Regular.162 The Nationalist coalition dedicated its airpower to a strategy 

of denial, aimed to weaken the enemy’s landed forces before the coercive death knell of ground 

force assault.163 While Regulares would eventually encounter their first Soviet bombers in late 

November 1936, they hardly needed to look up or fear aerial assault during the most 

consequential push of their campaign.164 When they eventually faced airpowered opponents, 

Regulares’ skill in concealment greatly aided their escape from aerial sights.165 With the blow of 

a major’s whistle, Moroccan Regulares disappeared into the foliage of the Spanish 

countryside.166 Their “striking force,” replete with Legionaries, Italian tanks, and aerial support,  

could just as quickly reappear, continuing its blitz through Spain.167  

Moroccan Regulares were the blitz’s storm troopers. These “professionals supported by 

aircraft,” as Whitaker described them, swept through villages following intense aerial and 

artillery bombardment.168 This kind of “mopping operation” made up almost every 

Nationalist-Republican confrontation. Theirs became a highly consistent, mostly set-piece 

tactical advance. Imbued with the imprint of colonial strategy and the skirmish warfare of 

Northern Morocco, the efficiency of their attack was almost sterile. It was also proprietary. The 

Regulares contributed experience, manpower, skilled arms use, and quickly learned 

technological symbiosis to a force which ached for each. 

168 Whitaker, We Cannot Escape History, 100; Borkenau, The Spanish Cockpit, 138. 
167 Cox, Defence of Madrid, 76. 
166 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 152. 
165 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 152. 

164 While it seems that some Republican planes were active, particularly on the northern front of the war, these had 
lessened effect until the addition of Soviet airpower. July to November 1936 was the most critical period of the war, 
as Nationalists sought a foothold in mainland Spain. See Bolloten, The Grand Camouflage, 215; and Kluckhohn, 
“Death in the Afternoon―and at Dawn,” 49. 

163 This resembles the U.S. military’s AirLand strategy, which would come much later in history; see Robert A. Pape, 
Bombing to Win: Air Power and Coercion in War (Cornell University Press, 1996), 68; Frederick Kagan, Finding 
the Target: The Transformation of American Military Policy (Encounter Books, 2006), 160. 

162 Delmer, Trail Sinister, 276; Foltz, The Masquerade in Spain, 55; Fischer, The War in Spain, 25. 
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Real War, Fictional ‘Moors’ 

Alvah Bessie, an American volunteer in the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, wrote of a ‘bitter’ 

night holding a hill opposite Moroccan Regulares and their encampment. He called it “waiting, 

waiting for what we did not know.”169 His foes and their tactics were to Bessie a known 

unknown.170 The Moroccan Regulares were the ultimate enigma of the Spanish Civil War. 

Eyewitness accounts and historical commentaries alike were plagued by the biases of what 

authors and readers wanted to see. Poetry and fiction were different. They pretended no ultimate 

truth and practiced the art of ulterior motive. Their authors grappled with ideas in the liminal 

space between what was and what they wish would be.171 Reflecting mostly their authors’ wishes 

and fractions of their surroundings, they are the historian’s mirrors. In their references to 

Regulares, the Spanish Civil War’s poetry and fiction betrayed wartime observers captivated and 

horrified by Moroccan military prowess. Indeed, in their telling, Moroccans were the central 

antagonists of the war. The ‘Moor’ was once again bogeyman. 

As Regulares disembarked on Spanish soil to assist the Nationalists’ efforts in the Civil 

War, poetic representations of ‘the Moor’ followed. Poets, no less political than the war’s 

combatants or observers, preserved legends, ballads, and dirges with distinctly ideological 

tinctures. Even so, the ferocity of the Regulares could be agreed upon. To poets sympathetic to 

the Republicans, the “fierce Moor” fought in a manner quite uncouth.172 Adolfo Sánchez 

172 José Bergamín, “El Mulo Mola,” in Poesía de la Guerra Civil Española, 1936–1939, ed. César de Vicente 
Hernando (Akal Ediciones, 1994), 261–62. 

171 Their workshop is situated between the Apostle Paul’s eschatological promises of seeing now “in a mirror dimly” 
and seeing then “face to face.” Of poets and novelists’ craft, Twain theorized: “fiction [not truth] is obliged to stick 
to possibilities.” See 1 Cor. 13:12 English Standard Version; and Mark Twain, Following the Equator: A Journey 
around the World (American Publishing Co., 1897), 156. 

170 In a sideways humility uncommon in warcraft, former U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld termed 
‘known unknowns’ as those “things we know . . . we do not know.” See Donald Rumsfeld, “RUMSFELD / 
KNOWNS,” February 12, 2002, CNN, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=REWeBzGuzCc. 

169 Bessie, Men in Battle, 281. 
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Vázquez’s Romance de Moros read as a salacious horror story, filled with warnings of “Moors 

drinking your blood[,] unlocking all of the doors[, . . . and] raining blood on the earth.”173 

Pascual Plá y Beltrán lamented the fall of Granada to the Moroccans. Los Moriscos left behind a 

“river of blood” and young girls “shrouded [by] the tortures of martyrdom.”174 As another poet 

noted, “half [of Spain] groans under the power of the Moors.”175 José Bergamín’s El Mulo Mola, 

(or Mola’s Mule) jabbed at Emilio Mola, a key Nationalist general, and situated ‘the Moor’ as 

tantamount to a work animal. Bergamín’s poem slotted into a trend which motioned to 

emasculated Nationalists and fierce but subhuman Moroccans. Bergamín further denigrated his 

bloodthirsty ‘Moors,’ who regaled their Nationalist nurses with “bloody bouquets filled with cut 

ears!”176 The same ‘Moors’ were lured to the battlefield, the poem continued, with empty 

promises, and were left with “expired German marks.”177 The ‘Moor’ could be easily ‘tricked’ 

into the service of a mule. What united the incidental Republican propagandists was their frame 

of ‘the Moor’ as the principal enemy. On the grinding Madrid front, Luís Perez Infante exhorted 

the Republican milicianos to fix their bayonets so “not a Moor may live . . . that our fame may 

increase.”178 

In the aftermath of the war, a slew of novelists cast Moroccans in a similar light. 

Hemingway’s Pablo feared being hunted by them.179 Javier Cercas’ protagonists were hunted by 

179 Ernest Hemingway, The Spanish Earth (P. F. Collier, 1940), 15. 
178 Luis Pérez Infante, “La Muerte de Durruti,” in Poesía de la Guerra Civil Española, 202. 
177 Bergamín, “El Mulo Mola,” 261. 

176 Some have read this text as containing sexual innuendo directed at white Spanish women (the nurses) by the 
predatory ‘Moor.’ See Bergamín, “El Mulo Mola,” 261–62. 

175 Antonio Machado, “Miaja,” in La Guerra Civil y Los Poetas Españoles, 204. 

174 Pascual Pla y Beltrán, “La Reconquista de Granada,” in Poesía de la Guerra Civil Española, 166–67. Others 
described those who fled “horrors committed . . . by the fascists and the Moors, the barbarous boys that have sold 
their people to an alien people [(the Moors)] at a low price, as in another time they did with . . . Christ.” See Arturo 
Serrano Plaja, “Los Desterrados” in La Guerra Civil y Los Poetas Españoles, ed. Fernando Díaz-Plaja (San Martín, 
1981), 97. 

173 Adolfo Sánchez Vázquez, “Romance de Moros,” in Poesía de la Guerra Civil Española, 278. 

68 



 

them, fleeing the “limitless fury of the Moors.”180 Meanwhile, Gustav Regler’s feverish Albert 

prophesied that they “had their bloody hands on our women and children.”181 Captain Boumann, 

another character hosted by The Great Crusade, described them as “bestial Africans with the 

knife between their teeth.”182 In fiction as in poetry, preconceived ‘possibilities’ were put to 

meter. The traumatic memory that framed ‘the Moor’ as perpetrator of mass atrocities was not 

new, but gained new cause during the Civil War. Here, the prevailing literature has assumed that 

the othering of Regulares during the war was inevitable, mostly the product of latent animus.183 

However, this only partially explains the lopsided nature of their fictional derogation. Poets 

sympathetic to the Nationalist cause described Regulares in heroic if paternalistic terms.184 

Though its admission in plainer terms would have been painful, both sides’ mythological 

literature muttered that Moroccan ‘invaders’ were back—this time with unexpected military 

excellence.  

Medieval Brutality from a Modern Force? 

Indeed, there was brutality. ‘Possibilities’ of horror at the hands of Moroccans were long 

relics of a deeply painful medieval history, which cast ‘the Moors’ as Spain’s traditional foe.185 

The imaginary was made more concrete when a younger and not-yet-revolutionary Francisco 

Franco carried out a brutal mission—at the command of a Republican Government no less—to 

repress the 1934 Miners’ Rebellion in Asturias. His troops, ostensibly deployed to keep the 

185 See Introduction. 

184 Antonio R. Guardiola, “La Mano de Franco,” in Poesía de la Guerra Civil Española, 221; Frederico de Urrutia, 
“Franco,” in La Guerra Civil y Los Poetas Españoles, 217; Rafael Duyos, “Romance Azul,” in La Guerra Civil y 
Los Poetas Españoles, 235–40; Agustín de Foxá, “Romance de Abdelazis,” in La Guerra Civil y Los Poetas 
Españoles, 155. 

183 Allard, “The Crescent and the Dagger.” 
182 Regler, The Great Crusade, 257. 
181 Regler, The Great Crusade, 86. 
180 Javier Cercas, Soldiers of Salamis (Bloomsbury, 2008), 107. 
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peace, were Moroccan Regulares. Their unprecedented arrival on Spanish soil, under the 

Republican flag, with directives to quell a workers’ revolt with relative impunity, was jolting. If a 

mixture of Spanish hate and fear toward Moroccans had been kept warm by the embers of 

prejudicial history and tradition, their return to Spanish soil fanned crackling embers into roaring 

flames.186 The Regulares successfully and quickly put down the Miners’ Rebellion, beginning in 

Oviedo and extending across the Asturian countryside. The miners’ leaders were routed and 

holdouts were hunted.  

The short lived campaign was an unwitting test of Regulares’ efficacy in mainland 

Spain—and of the Spanish psyche.187 Equipped with modern weapons, tactics, and a hundreds of 

years of elapsed history, the relatively small Moroccan force easily bested ill-armed and 

ill-trained rebels, even when transported far from Morocco to a cold and foreboding Asturian 

battlespace.188 The accounts that flooded out of Asturias were harrowing—and cast the troops as 

anything but modern. Their unifying strain was ‘Moorish savagery.’ A professor of law in 

Oviedo described the Regulares’ “hard fighting” as “brutal . . . and without any respect for the 

laws of war.”189 Others described a “terror” of indiscriminate murder and the rape of women.190 

Even Diego Hidalgo y Durán, the Republican Minister of War who had ordered the ‘pacification’ 

mission, commented that the “African troops . . . are utterly lawless and unrestrained in war, . . . 

liable to offend against the laws of common humanity.”191 In the aftermath of an experience that 

lasted fifteen days, Asturians revived what had become a legendary antique of their vernacular: a 

191 Koestler, Spanish Testament, 57–58. 
190 Brenan, The Spanish Labyrinth, 288; Matthews, Half of Spain Died, 58. 

189 Alfredo Mendizábal Villalba, The Martyrdom of Spain: Origins of a Civil War, trans. Charles Hope Lumley 
(Geoffrey Bles, 1938), 216. 

188 Thomas, The Spanish Civil War, 135. 
187 Madariaga, “The Intervention of Moroccan Troops,” 75. 

186 Gerald Brenan, The Spanish Labyrinth: An Account of the Social and Political Background of the Civil War 
(Cambridge University Press, 1943), 286. 
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‘possibility’ incarnate. Years past the disrupted Asturian revolt, it was still common—when 

afraid—to cry, “the Moors are coming!”192 The warning was laden with manufactured historical 

memory but very real contemporary pain. 

Two years later, “Franco’s dreaded North African Moors,” as one Republican 

sympathizer described them, returned to the Spanish Peninsula under a Nationalist banner.193 

Similar descriptions of carnage—at Moroccan troops’ hands—quickly proliferated. Accounts, 

often two to three degrees removed from events themselves, identified “savage ferocity” in the 

means and ends employed by Moroccan Regulares.194 That Moroccans purportedly killed 

combatant prisoners, women, and children, including pregnant women and infants, illustrated 

their alleged moral inferiority.195 That they ‘did so’ with knives and bayonets made the brutality 

of their crimes all the more palpable. These were intimate instruments of death, ceding attacker 

and attacked little quarter from which to observe death. This made accounts of Regulares 

bayoneting the wounded in hospitals all the more harrowing.196 They were also accused of using 

grenades indiscriminately, making no distinction between combatant and innocent.197 Those who 

used them as their projectiles of choice were simultaneously situated as cowardly and 

sadistic—cheap with civilians’ lives and purposefully careless. Whether with scimitar or bomb, 

Moroccans emerged from wartime reports as those who exulted in death, with “terrible 

cruelty.”198  

198 Koestler, Spanish Testament, 7. 
197 Nearly every observer to the war commented on the Regulares’ use of grenades. See n. 157. 

196 Ryan, prologue to Recalling the Good Fight, by Tisa, xii; Koestler describes this as ‘butchering’; see Koestler, 
Spanish Testament, 58. 

195 López, Dark and Bloody Ground, 107, 114; Koestler, Spanish Testament, 87; Payne, The Civil War in Spain, 29. 
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The Spanish Civil War was undoubtedly bloody. Bloody siege-like battles in Badajoz, 

Algeciras, and Seville shocked a waking world.199 With Asturias as the stencil, ‘Moors’ were 

prosecuted as the ubiquitous ravager. In each city, they were alleged to have killed scores of men, 

women, and children with reckless abandon. In Seville alone, nine thousand were said to have 

died, having found their ends in receipt of ‘Moorish’ grenades.200 Some commentators did little 

to resist the temptation to editorialize, attributing garish intentions to the ever-present, salacious 

‘Moorish’ combatants. In one newspaper story, a regiment storming Seseña, a village southeast 

of Madrid, plays host to a dissatisfied, “somewhat glum” Moor.201 The source of his nonverbal 

malcontents was his discovery that all the town’s Republican defenders had been killed before 

his arrival. Another testimonial affixes a collective emotion to Regulares hurling grenades at 

bakeries in Algeciras filled with queuing women: amusement.202 Henry Gorrell, a 

Republican-sympathizing journalist once captured by a patrol of Regulares, alliterated in his 

caricature: they were “baggy pantaloons, barefooted, and bloodthirsty-looking,” with a 

particularly murderous “glint” in their eyes.203 Others like John Tisa, an International Brigadier, 

were more content to label such impulses as brute ‘aggression.’204 The Regulares were 

memorialized as the war’s chief antagonists, present at the war’s most fraught events—and with 

the most frightening effect.  

Their singular antagonism extended beyond warfare. Republicans and their sympathizers 

identified Moroccans as the chief butchers, rapists, and mutilators of the war. They cast women  

204 Tisa, Recalling the Good Fight, 58. 
203 Gorrell, Soldier of the Press, 33–34. 
202 Ortega y Gasset, quoted in Koestler, Spanish Testament, 87. 
201 National Zeitung, November 22, 1936, quoted in Koestler, Spanish Testament, 141. 
200 Eduardo Ortega y Gasset, quoted in Koestler, Spanish Testament, 85. 

199 Jay Allen, “Slaughter of 4,000 at Badajoz, ‘City of Horrors,’ Is Told by Tribune Man,” The Chicago Sunday 
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as the prime victims of an advancing ‘Moorish’ army—sometimes by default. A crew of three 

reporters stumbled across a ransacked house, where a dead woman had clearly been raped before 

bleeding out. Plastered on its mantle was the Nationalists’ mark: “Viva España.”205 The trio 

attached the scene to Moroccans (though none had been seen) without a second thought. Frank 

Ryan, an American in the International Brigade, alleged a twofold torture in captured villages, 

where men were castrated or crucified and women were gang raped, “one woman to every 

twenty Moors.”206 Similar accounts proliferated across the newly-vanquished Republican zone. 

The most damning report came from John Whitaker, who wrote that the Nationalists “boasted of 

how grenades were thrown in among two hundred screaming and helpless men.”207 The same 

officers who lauded their Moroccan soldiers’ massacre also “never denied to [Whitaker] that they 

had promised the Moors white women when they reached Madrid.”208 The journalist’s later 

pull-aside with Mohamed El Mizzian, the Spanish Army’s highest ranking Moroccan soldier, 

betrayed that this ‘promise’ was likely already being fulfilled. As the two stood on the outskirts 

of Navalcarnero—not yet in sight of Madrid—two captured Spanish girls, described by Whitaker 

as “not out of their teens,” were “taken into a small schoolhouse where some forty Moorish 

soldiers were resting.”209 El Mizzian is said to have “smirked” and quipped: “Oh, they’ll not live 

more than four hours.”210 The harrowed argued that the harrowing had been given “carte 

blanche” by Franco and the Nationalists.211 According to such reports, Moroccans had given in to 

their perverse proclivities. 

211 Ryan, prologue to Recalling the Good Fight, by Tisa, xii; Payne, The Civil War in Spain, 46. 
210 Whitaker, We Cannot Escape History, 114. 
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Other accounts seem to soften this image. Having heard what, at the height of the war, 

were well-circulated “wild atrocity stories . . . about the Moors,” Peter Kemp, an English 

foreign-fighter in for the Nationalists, inspected a scene where it was rumored “the Moors had 

castrated their victims.”212 While Kemp discovered a company of troops defeated and “stripped 

of their boots and outer garments[, . . . he] found no trace of mutilation.”213 Similarly, after 

embedding with them, Knickerbocker could no longer believe that Spanish officers were 

frightened by Moroccan extremism during the Battle of Badajoz, deeming such ‘stories’ 

“palpably absurd.”214 Franz Borkenau, a minor scholar of Marxism and no friend of Nationalist 

Regulares, commented that the ‘Moors’ actually let women go free—forward into the 

Republican zone—not from altruism, but in order that they might drain depleted food stores 

ahead of the Nationalist advance.215 Combatant men were not afforded the same privilege. 

Though, Knickerbocker observed that prisoners were not killed—at least during his time with the 

Regulares’ advance.216 At the extreme, Arnold Lunn rather improbably suggested that villages 

and towns in Andalusia and Extremadura gladly and universally welcomed Moroccan troops as 

“deliverer[s].”217 Francis McCullagh, an Irish war correspondent in the Nationalist zone, 

provided the most striking of these countervailing accounts. He also described a scene in 

Navalcarnero, albeit some time after Whitaker. It was the “lecherous” Spanish troops in the town 

that he found reprehensible, not the Moroccans, whom he spoke of favorably.218 He wrote of his 

“shock . . . to see the objectionable way in which young Spanish soldiers pestered women and 

218 McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 184. 

217 Lunn, Spanish Rehearsal, 57. Cleugh also claims that some Barcelonans kissed Regulares upon their relieving 
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girls in the street, following them, appealing to them, and even catching hold of their hands.”219 

Such coarse behavior was unlikely to remain below the threshold of sexual violence. At least in 

one documented case—in Spanish Morocco, no less—Spanish Falangists were said to have 

raped Republican-sympathizing women in Melilla during the early days of the war.220  

Brutality—whether by means of sexual violence or indiscriminate killing—at the hands 

of Moroccans during the Spanish Civil War is difficult to quantify or verify. The Spanish Civil 

War was a truly brutal war, whose co-combatants inflicted ‘horrors’ upon one another. Francisco 

Peréz López, a Mexican Republican fighter in the International Brigade, wrote in his diary not 

about Moroccan atrocities, but about Regulares killed. On various occasions, he noted that even 

those Moroccans who surrendered to the Republicans were quickly slaughtered.221 In fact, his 

diary notes that on one offensive, he gave the command that all would live, except “officers, 

Civil Guardsmen, and Moroccans.”222 McCullagh observed that the Nationalist “Spaniards [were 

. . . ] addicted to the practice of shooting at sight [(including prisoners)].”223 Atrocities were in 

surplus, because “the Spaniards always fight savagely [ . . . and] In places where there is war, 

neither Reds [(Republicans)] nor Whites [(Nationalists)] show mercy.”224 In the epilogue to 

Allen’s Chicago Tribune dispatch on the Battle of Badajoz, he reminded readers that there were 

“horrors on the other side aplenty.”225 Similarly conversing with his own description of Badajoz, 

Kluckhohn analogized instead: “The sympathizers of Soldier Pablo know that if the tide of the 

225 Allen, quoted in Puzzo, The Spanish Civil War, 118. 
224 McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 173. 
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war turns, Red José will kill them in the same way.”226 The British historian James Cleugh 

arguably summed this understanding of the war better than anyone else: 

the worst outrages in the peninsula during the third decade of the twentieth century were 
perpetrated by Spaniards on Spaniards. They were hardly ever committed whatever 
partisans on either side may have said or written at the time or later, by Moors, Italians, 
Germans, Russians, or any other of the numerous foreigners who fought for the 
insurgents or the Government in that war. It was the native Spaniard in arms, of whatever 
political complexion, whose passions were most deeply inflamed. It was he who saw, on 
occasion, no means of eliminating resistance to his individual will but the infliction of 
terror and violent death.227 

Here, it would be fallacious and unhelpful to deduce any sort of broadscale moral 

equivalency between the two sides. Such is not the role of the historian, nor would it be morally 

fitting. Particularly in a war where many lay soldiers, Spanish or Moroccan, joined whichever 

side happened to be in power in the district where they lived, the moral stakes are best examined 

at the individual, not corporate level. However, it is evident that crimes against humanity did 

occur during the course of the Spanish Civil War. In many ways, such crimes defined the war and 

its terror. Moroccan Regulares were not insulated from their charges. Neither were they the sole 

defendants in justice’s search for the ultimate culprit. Indeed, some have argued that Moroccans 

did not “constitute . . . the majority of offenders.”228 Many have tried and failed to quantify 

sexual crimes or brutalities committed by Moroccans during the Spanish Civil War.229 Others 

have tried to disprove or deemphasize violence dealt by Regulares.230 Still others have assumed 

such tactics and perversities were relics of a distinctly colonial-Moroccan war ethic.231 None of 

these approaches have been entirely convincing, but neither have they yielded definitive proofs. 

There is evidence that some—not all—Moroccans committed crimes against humanity and 
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sexual violence (subsumed therein). Yet, there is also evidence that the same crimes implicate 

some—not all—Republicans, Nationalists, and their constituent factions.  

There is nothing to prove that Moroccan rates of atrocities were higher than those of 

endemic Spanish combatants. Nonetheless, the assumption is convenient. It fits within the 

imagined framework of “medieval” possibilities at the hands of ‘Moors.’ Even historians, like 

Dante Puzzo, have been tempted to call such acts “a speciality of the Moors.”232 Such asides 

were common during the Spanish Civil War—and remain so in much of its history. While in a 

Nationalist prison near Seville, Arthur Koestler and his jail warden traded similar preconceived 

notions. Both had assumed that the other side “tortured prisoners,” only to find that (in their 

narrow purview) this was untrue.233 Vast tranches of letters from Republican prisoners to their 

families at the height of the war seem to confirm this, at least in wide pockets. Censorship 

notwithstanding, most letter-writers were more concerned with fighting boredom than vilifying 

their jailers—many of whom would have been Moroccan.234 One detainee, Francisco Lordan, 

almost lauded the gym facilities, paella, garbanzos, coffee, clean water, and good treatment he 

received.235 Others wrote with consistent preambles that testified to their well-being and consoled 

worried parents.236 A self-possessed and imprisoned Koestler admitted to his diary that “one 

always thought the worst of the enemy.”237 By similar logic, that wartime accounts assumed 

‘Moorish’ savagery was almost natural. It was also quite incomplete. 
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Still, it benefited the Nationalists’ war efforts to foster the most outlandish accounts of 

their Moroccan soldiery, whether true or untrue. Nationalist General Queipo de Llano 

broadcasted nightly from Seville, garnering a mixed audience of supporters and frightened 

huddles caught somewhere between morbid curiosity and hateful transfixion. In his July 23, 

1936 broadcast, he framed the Regulares as true exemplars of masculinity for whom Republican 

women “have made themselves fair fame by their doctrine of free love.”238 He alluded to their 

“acquaintance” with Moroccan troops and callously warned that “[k]icking their legs about and 

struggling won’t save them.”239 Just over two weeks into the war, de Llano’s pornographic 

description of a coming sexual violence at the hands of Moroccan soldiers predated most 

accounts of Moroccan sexual violence. It was likely more bluster and ether than blood and 

exploitation. Even so, such portrayals served the dual purpose of emasculating Republicans and 

varnishing Nationalist prowess. If believed, they could also degrade the Republican will to fight. 

And, so they did. At nearly every juncture of their northward advance, fear inspired some 

fraction of the Regulares’ opponents to drop weapons and turn tail.240 

The overrepresentation of Moroccans in public allegations of brutal activity was curious 

for another reason. Their commission of atrocities was one of the only decision matrices in 

which scholars and observers alike seem to give the Regulares agency. They might have been 

“Franco’s Moors,” but their atrocities were somehow only their own.241 In a slightly different 

context, but with just as much accuracy, Fernsworth called them the “much-needed whipping 

boy.”242 There is a sense in which they served as scapegoats for both Nationalists and 

Republicans. To the extent that Moroccans did engage in bloody misdeeds, much must have 

242 Lawrence A. Fernsworth, Spain’s Struggle for Freedom (Beacon Press, 1957), 65. 
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come at the behest of Nationalist officers’ commands. One of de Llano’s associates once 

described these commands which the Regulares obeyed as “terrible orders which it seems 

incredible could have been given by Spanish soldiers against their own brothers.”243 Colonel 

Juan Yagüe, commander of the Regulares’ force at Badajoz, took a similar tack with Whitaker, 

admitting the order to kill the city’s victims. He asked a rhetorical question: “What do you 

expect? Was I supposed to take 4,000 Reds with me as my column advanced, racing against 

time?”244 When confronted with wartime atrocities, a Captain in the Army of Africa named 

Aguilera put it in a triplet: “We are the most merciful. We shoot, but we do not torture.”245 

Particularly in the preservation of fonder post-Civil War memory, Nationalists could foist 

culpability for orders given or similar actions taken by overwhelmingly delegating the blame to a 

ravenous, insatiable Moroccan force. 

Republicans, though clearly not giving orders to Regulares, could similarly isolate 

themselves from culpability by way of moral comparison. The Republican General known as El 

Campesino reflected that he could not pretend he “was not guilty of ugly things” himself or that 

he “never caused needless sacrifice of human lives.”246 Instead, he compared Republican actions, 

for which he refrained from apology, with those of the Nationalists and their “Moorish troops 

[with] free reign.”247 Republican sympathizers and apologists engaged in a similar sophistry. The 

Duchess of Atholl tread close to justifying Republican repression and cruelty—particularly the 

burning of churches and attacks on clergy in Republican zones—by motioning to Moroccan 

atrocities on the battlefield.248 In short, Republicans were guilty, but not as guilty. Already 
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legendary Moroccan soldiers were a convenient propitiation for individual and collective guilt. 

Their comparative ‘villainy’ absorbed and minimized the uncomfortable reality that Republicans 

had committed atrocities as well. The dialectic over Republican culpability could find its end in 

well-exposited Moroccan ‘possibilities’ made real. For some, the Moroccan ‘whipping boy’ 

soothed consciences. For others, he served as the ultimate patsy for a wartime-turned-postwar 

vernacular.  

Beyond culture or pragmatism, the overexposure of the Nationalists’ Moroccan force in 

wartime accounts and popular literature was useful in that it obscured the uncomfortable and 

‘inexplicable’ efficacy of the Moroccan troops. Their skill was ‘inexplicable,’ because as 

discussed before, most historians frame the extent of Moroccan troops’ usefulness in terms of 

numbers and expendability. They were many and they were not Spanish. The unexpected skill of 

Moroccan troops was the equation’s confounding variable. That Moroccan troops could be 

skilled fighters—better than Spaniards, even—easily magnetized the criticism or reduction of 

their actions to their basest forms. Yet, even so, brutal and benign descriptions of the Moroccan 

Regulares are perfused with a sense of grappling wonder. ‘How could this be?’ is their 

half-spoken question. The Moroccan criminals of poetry were almost more palatable, a haven of 

‘possibility’ versus reality. From Algeciras to Ávila , observers wondered how anyone could fight 

amidst such bloodshed or cause so much of it. They also wondered how Moroccans could obey 

orders so fastidiously. Territory seemed to disappear before them. Towns were taken with 

frightening ease. Like Koestler, Spaniards assumed the worst of their ‘traditional enemy.’ Then 

they grappled with him as a member of a modern, professional fighting force.       
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Chapter 3 

Paid Professionals  

Gain, Fear, and Glory for the Regulares 

 
 
We read that Franco was attempting to bring Moors into Spain on the promise of unlimited spoils 
and freedom of action with Spanish women. In short, we read and read and drank to the Frente 
Popular and the men and women of Catalonia who were fighting side by side, and to the 
destruction of traitors and tyrants everywhere. 
 
 

—Paul Elliot, “The Life and Death of a Spanish Town”
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If it were not for the criss-crossing network of trincheras, it would have seemed an 

unlikely place for an active frontline. Graceful pines, cascading brooks, and snow-capped 

mountains characterized the foothills of the Sierra Nevada mountain range in Andalusia. That 

bullets whizzed overhead was a sharp reminder that an idyllic setting need not mean idle 

soldiers. Cecil Gerahty, a former British submariner, took in the scene and surveyed his 

predicament. His lunchtime walk had devolved quickly. Rushing down the slopes carpeted in 

pine-needles and brush, Gerahty stumbled across a villa. Regulares were queued in its courtyard. 

They waited for an audience with a Moroccan officer set to return to Morocco on official 

business. As soldiers approached, they readily deposited sums of money ranging  “from 25 to 

250 pesetas” and names of family members in Morocco to whom the money was to be 

transmitted.1 The officer jotted name, identification number, and amount in a small journal. 

Gerahty noted the man’s impeccable memory; the major remembered the identification numbers 

of each soldier.2 These were the rhythms of a well-practiced ritual. For Moroccan soldiers, this 

kind of wartime remittance was unremarkable. Their capital was not static. Whether derived 

from pay or loot, it could find its way back to Morocco by sub-institutional means. The existence 

of such remittance networks only underscored that Regulares possessed strong financial 

incentives to continue fighting. Yet, if man cannot live by bread alone, could soldiers fight for 

money alone? It seems unlikely. 

By mid-1937, most of Spain had been pacified by the Nationalist Army’s Regular-heavy 

force. Even so, Madrid, Catalonia, and parts of Valencia remained the fiercest bastions of active 

Republican support. The subsequent three-year campaign to dislodge Republican milicianos 

from their defense exacted the Spanish Civil War’s highest toll and disrupted rosy projections of 

2 Gerahty, The Road to Madrid, 48. 
1 Cecil Gerahty, The Road to Madrid (Hutchinson and Co., 1937), 48. 
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a quick coup. Instead, the grinding toil that characterized the remainder of the war cemented its 

quality. This was a civil war, Europe’s bloodiest. At the other end of the trite superlative—and 

every gun in the Spanish Civil War—were two groupings: thousands of deaths and thousands of 

killers. Unless soldiers deserted, surrendered, or died unexpectedly, theirs was an almost 

inevitable membership in either group. The Regulares were no exception. In fact, their prominent 

role in the war’s heaviest fighting meant that they would more frequently reckon with death. One 

Regular’s son described his father’s imperative as, “matas o mueres.”3 Another placed it with a 

slight amendment: “mata o te mata.”4 So it is in all wars. Kill or be killed—and often both. That 

humans, who are naturally self-preserving, would still entertain wars or enter armies seems a 

priori counterintuitive.  

This mismatch is quadrifold. Governments wage and continue wars. [Nationalist plotters 

declared war, Republicans rejected surrender, and both sides refused to negotiate for three years.]  

But, soldiers must also join armies and perform the conduct of war. [Nationalists and 

Republicans conscripted forces at home and imported troops from abroad.] In other words, 

human institutions order wars; soldiers fight them. [90,000 Moroccan troops fought the lion’s 

share of the Spanish Civil War on the Nationalists’ behalf.] Philosophers and social scientists 

rightly economize the causes of war. A common peremptory refrain, in this case from James 

Fearon, is: “war is always inefficient ex post.”5 The practice of war incurs loss for instigator and 

defender. [The Nationalists and Republicans would have received better terms than either 

received in winning or losing by simply negotiating. Perhaps jilted Nationalist officers would 

have received plumb posts in a new Republican government and the Republic could pursue 

5 James D. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War,” International Organization 49, no. 3 (1995): 379–414, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2706903. 

4 Mohamed Ben Aissa (son of a Regular), in discussion with the author, Melilla, Spain, May 16, 2024. 
3 Mohamed El Ambrani (son of a Regular), in discussion with the author, Melilla, Spain, May 16, 2024. 
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economic reform in a more incremental fashion.] Those who command war (political 

decision-makers) know this, but rationalize war as the most efficacious means of 

self-preservation. Here, they may be persuaded by perceptions of their own or the other state’s 

power (e.g. informational asymmetries). [Nationalists and Republicans overestimated their 

domestic support and resolve at the start of the war—and only the Nationalist side was able to 

overcome its misestimation.] As Robert Powell has noted, it is not so much the expectation of 

success (i.e. ‘our power is disproportionate, thus too victory’) that undergirds this persuasion, but 

rather the fear of immediate and future capitulation to an ascendant adversary.6 Graham Allison 

called this phenomenon the “Thucydides trap.”7 The Greek general understood relations between 

states as stories of power: “the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.”8 

The embedded moral—that ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ are not static and both parties have incentive to 

improve their position at the expense of the other—is easily missed for a more apparent 

pessimism. The two, however, are linked inextricably. There would be no need for improvement 

at the expense of the other (vis-à-vis the command of war) without a certain pessimism about the 

other. Thus, war is deemed to be efficacious, if not immediately efficient insofar as it is believed 

to buffer the instigator from the defender. [So it was that Nationalists believed that their hopes of 

a more favorable society—for themselves—were doomed if the Republic was allowed to 

continue.] 

If parties to any war—led by and made up of humans—clash as the assumed best means 

of self-preservation, it follows that humans employ much of the same calculus in their decisions 

to join armies and fight.9 Anthropological studies hint that these impulses may be commanding 

9 Azar Gat, War in Human Civilization (Oxford University Press, 2008), 100. 
8 Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War, trans. Richard Crawley (J.M. Dent and Sons, 1914), 394. 
7 Graham Allison, Destined for War (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2017), viii. 

6 Robert Powell, “War as a Commitment Problem,” International Organization 60, no. 1 (2006): 169–203, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3877871. 
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even at the substate level; early human communities sparred for control of scarce resources, 

which they saw as the best means of their preservation. Here, Thomas Hobbes is helpful. After 

all, modern war theory implicitly rests along the grooves of his two touchstone claims: war is not 

naturally exceptional (actually, it is humanity’s natural state) and self-preservation is its aim. 

Hobbes’ exegetes have applied varietals of this paradigm to states, while largely neglecting the 

agency of subcollectives (armies) and their individual members (soldiers). Armies and soldiers 

are understood as the instrumentation of state commands. Their obeisance is essentially 

presumed. Hobbes, however, was concerned with the impulses of the individual, the collective, 

and then the state. The spigot of each party’s self-interest might be turned by “competition, . . . 

diffidence, . . . glory.”10 Put differently, humans—at each organizational level—fight for gain, 

fear, or pride. In this way, everyone who fights is a mercenary. 

Of course, there are profound differences between why states (including quasi-states, 

which form in civil wars and even pre-state political communities) command war and individuals 

heed such commands. The differential rests in the radius of perceived loss and gain—that is to 

say, the perceived maximum impact of loss or gain. The state’s radius of risk and loss is much 

wider and more diverse. The state might easily rationalize its loss of thousands of troops for its 

cause, while the individual cannot afford to be so ‘selfless.’ [Nationalist and Republican leaders 

might easily have endured—and did endure—hundreds of thousands of troop losses (500,000 

total), without surrendering.]  The radius of risk and loss, however, is much smaller and more 

personal for the individual, who has only one life to lose. After all, the individual’s chief and 

overriding interest is the same as the state’s in name (self-preservation), but different in its 

terminus. [A prospective Regular, for instance, had only one life to lose and a hefty desire to 

preserve it.] The individual’s radius of perceived benefit is also smaller. Macroscopic fiscal gains 

10 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Richard Tuck (Cambridge University Press, 1996), 88. 
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and fears abated (i.e. increased rents or resources and a preventive war against an ascendant 

neighbor) are not felt as acutely, if at all, by the individual. [As Regulares charged through Spain 

toward Madrid, they were not privy to the same economic benefits reaped by Nationalist leaders 

who could collect taxes, resources, and conscripts from conquered territory.]  Perplexingly, this 

means that the perceived gain vis-à-vis warfighting must be sufficiently high and personalized to 

be worth the risks of war, but not of the same quality as to satisfy the composite interests of a 

state-like entity. [A willing recruit to the Regulares would not have been incentivized to fight 

with promises of a ‘better economy’ or even ‘quality of life.’ Instead, he would need to be shown 

that his enlistment would tangibly impact his wellbeing and livelihood—in such a way as to 

make risking his life worthwhile.] Soldiers—with reasonable expectations of combat and choice 

in whether they enlist in such or not—engage similar calculi to states in that they know (in part) 

the inefficiency of war (e.g. there are less dangerous ways to be paid or to gain prestige), but 

believe the potential gain to be worth the plausible cost. Unlike states, each soldier’s loss and 

gain are not diffuse. They cannot be taken on aggregate. For, it is finite and it is their 

own—whether ‘it’ be life, limb, or livelihood. Thus, the promise of gain, menace of fear, or 

intensity of glory—or some mix of each—must be overwhelming for the soldier to risk presence 

in war. 

To join an army willingly or be conscripted is to become a soldier; however, it does not 

actualize obedience to the commands of war. A revisionist strain of scholarship, pioneered by 

S.L.A. Marshall and subsequently espoused by Dave Grossman, has argued that soldiers in war 

are essentially limited to a menu of choices: fight, flight, posture, or surrender.11 Under the 

anti-Hobbesian assumption that war is a fundamentally unnatural human enterprise, the pair have 

argued that soldiers disproportionately ‘posture’ when faced with the terrors of war. That is to 

11 Dave Grossman, “Fight or Flight, Posture or Submit,” in On Killing (Little, Brown and Company, 2009). 
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say: soldiers mimic war’s motions without firing a single deadly shot. While Marshall’s 

methodology was questionable (at best) and Grossman’s redefinition of war as abnormal is 

flawed, the pair have done well to challenge the prevailing—whispered—supposition that 

soldiers fight unthinkingly.12 The weapons of war are two-sided and either side can be 

debilitating, empowering, or both. [As the son of a sergeant in the Regulares caballeria (cavalry) 

told the author, the use of bayonets was the most difficult.13] Or, as one scholar aptly summed the 

issue: “killing in war is neither uniformly easy nor unvaryingly difficult but is 

context-dependent, variable and highly contingent.”14 It is true that some soldiers are swept up in 

the exigencies of given moments: firefights, ambushes, charges. However, for any war with any 

measure of pause—that is to say, most wars—momentary passions cannot sustain.15 Instead, the 

moment-by-moment calculations of the individual soldier (brandishing a fourfold menu of 

possibilities) define continued participation in war. At minimum, the soldier could posture; at 

maximum, the soldier might defect. [This is particularly true for soldiers who were conscripted, 

like some Regulares. Why should they not have defected or pretended to fire their guns by 

shouldering, but never firing?] These ‘options’ also carry costs and uncertainties. [Regulares 

who engaged them might have been killed by not fighting to survive or might have faced 

consequences from angered Nationalist officers—whose wide network in the Rif could inflict 

pain on soldiers’ families too.] Thus, for soldiers to fight and fight on, their potential gain, felt 

fear, or experienced glory must be even more actionable and sustainable than initially required in 

their mere enlistment. Incentives to fight and disincentives for its stoppage must be equally 

15 By pause is meant resting in a foxhole, marching from one engagement to the next, airlift, etc. 

14 Siniša Malešević, “Is It Easy to Kill in War? Emotions and Violence in the Combat Zones of Croatia and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (1991-1995),” European Journal of Sociology 61, no. 2 (2020): 301–31, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003975620000132. 

13 El Ambrani, discussion. 

12 A revisionist strain of scholarship, pioneered by S.L.A. Marshall and currently proselytized by Dave Grossman, 
has offered a new understanding of war as a fundamentally unnatural human enterprise. The weapons of war are 
two-sided and either side can be debilitating. Modern inventions, like the gun, have hardly made it easier.  
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strong. Fighting must be worth it (in negative or positive terms). Thus, the best soldiers are those 

with the most to lose, not the least. 

Regulares’ Affections, Per Historians  

“Have you killed anyone?” The subject, a returned Moroccan Regular, rebutted his young 

son’s question with a round smack and a retort: “Don’t ask me about this.”16 Beyond revealing 

the macabre table talk of a military family, the Regular’s response to his son’s question is telling. 

Death and its memory are uncomfortable, not least for those implicated in its causation. Herein 

lies the quandary of Moroccan presence in the Spanish Civil War. It rests on three prongs: the 

vast majority of Regulares did not desert or flee, even though some Regulares were 

conscripted—and they fought well.17 Much like war theorists, scholars of this Moroccan force 

have implicitly operated from a nearly Hobbesian framework. Balfour, Madariaga, and 

Friedlander centered Moroccan recruitment and fighting quality on economic inducements (gain) 

and coercive pressures through administrative proxies, like local magistrates in Spanish Morocco 

(fear).18 More recently, Ali Al Tuma’s survey of relations between Spanish officers and 

Moroccan Regulares argued that the fraternity that subsisted between them was a powerful 

18 Sebastian Balfour, Deadly Embrace: Morocco and the Road to the Spanish Civil War (Oxford University Press, 
2002), 272–73; Maria Rosa De Madariaga, “The Intervention of Moroccan Troops in the Spanish Civil War: A 
Reconsideration,” European History Quarterly 22, no. 1 (1992); Robert A. Friedlander, “Holy Crusade or Unholy 
Alliance? Franco’s ‘National Revolution’ and the Moors,” The Southwestern Social Science Quarterly 44, no. 4 
(1964): 346–56, https://www.jstor.org/stable/42867048. 

17 Exact numbers of conscripted Regulares are unknown. However, some accounts from Regulares seem, at 
minimum, coercive and likely conscriptive in nature. For evidence that the vast majority of Regulares did not desert 
and that their desertions are vastly outnumbered by those of Spanish troops, see Pedro Corral, Desertores: La 
Guerra Civil que Nadie Quiere Contar (Random House Mondanori, 2006), 431. Per the prior chapter, it seems that 
few Moroccans postured either. This is particularly fascinating considering veritable comments from Mellor that 
Moroccans outnumbered their Spanish counterparts (including in Morocco) and could have managed a “mutiny” or 
“independence” by number and differential alone. See Mellor, Morocco Awakes, 136. 

16 El Ambrani, discussion. 
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stimulant for cohesion and enthused warfighting (glory).19 Yet, neither these nor any of the other 

leading scholars of the Spanish Civil War have finished sketching the complete rationale that 

guided Moroccan participation in the war (for willing participants) or goaded continued fighting 

(for those conscripted). Instead, most scholars have reduced the paradox of Moroccan presence 

in the Spanish Civil War to an unhelpful binary, more concerned with utility than agency: 

Moroccan recruits were at the ‘wrong place at the wrong time’ and Nationalists, who scooped 

them up, were at the ‘right place at the right time.’  

Gainful Employment 

 In their seminal work on scarcity, Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir argued that 

those with fewer resources feel scarcity more. Or, as their book’s subtitle captured it, sometimes 

“having too little means so much.”20 By this, the duo meant that an outsized experience (or 

perception) of scarcity overshadows the natural trade-offs humans make. Put differently, humans 

with the least often want to rid themselves (or those they love) of scarcity most urgently and are 

willing to engage higher risks to do so.21 That cognitive burden—unfulfilled until scarcity is felt 

less—is almost deafening. For the poor, scarcity is fever-pitched; for the wealthy, it is closer to a 

low-grade hum. To silence its call, subalterns survey an already limited portfolio of means and, 

per Mullainathan and Shafir, choose the riskiest trade-offs. Some choose warfighting. 

 Scholars of the Moroccan Regulares have made much of the economic advantage 

presented by enlistment. Balfour goes so far as to call this the “fundamental motive.”22 Such 

22 Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 273. 

21 Such risks are only amplified by merit of the subalterns’ more limited access to alternative means of gain. 
Investment and education are often lofty ideals, where agrarian work or illicit gain are more common. 

20 Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir, Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means So Much (Times Books, 2013). 

19 Ali Al Tuma, “Guns, Culture and Moors: Racial Stereotypes and the Cultural Impact of the Moroccan 
Participation in the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939)” (PhD diss., Leiden University, 2016), 101, 
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/43951. 
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assertions mirror the common refrain that war is the ‘poor man’s fight’ largely because he is 

poor. Or, desperate people engage the most ‘desperate measures.’ These are not unfair reflexes, 

as the confluence of poverty and its potential remedy through enlistment requires little 

plumbing—particularly in 1930s Spanish Morocco. Traditionally, the Protectorate’s economy 

relied disproportionately on exports to and sales in peninsular Spain. That 75 percent of total 

exports (mostly mining and agricultural products) was bound for Spain was not abnormal in the 

colonial context.23 However, it proved precarious as Spain (like Europe) reeled from the global 

effects of the Great Depression. Product prices and wages depreciated as the Spanish economy 

slowed by 20 percent from 1930-1935.24 The outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in 1936 moved 

Spanish Morocco’s economy from precarity to peril. Exports to Spain decreased by 68 percent, 

while imports (mostly of “processed foodstuffs . . . energy needs . . . and manufactured goods”) 

surged 64 percent.25 Additional insults followed, including a series of  “poor harvests,” drought 

in the east, and Civil War-prompted factory closures in Spanish Morocco.26 Large-scale farms, 

mostly owned by Spanish settlers and staffed by Moroccan day laborers, also suffered. One 

columnist in Melilla’s La Crónica derided the growth of cheap and ubiquitous cereals (“wheat 

and more wheat, barley, oats, beans, chickpeas and lentils”), which fetched low prices and 

delivered low profits.27 This spelled disaster for wage-earners and purchasers of basic goods in 

and near Spanish Morocco’s urban centers (Ceuta, Melilla, Larache, and Tetouan). For them, 

27 F. Verdejo Iglesias, “España y Francia en su Obra Colonizadora de Marruecos,” La Crónica, August 23, 1936. 
26 Madariaga, “The Intervention of Moroccan Troops,” 69; Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 272–73. 
25 Fleming, “Spanish Morocco and the Alzamiento Nacional,” 33. 

24 Eduardo L. Giménez and María Montero, “The Great Depression in Spain,” Economic Modelling 44 (2015): 
200–14, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econmod.2014.10.003. 

23 Shannon E. Fleming, “Spanish Morocco and the Alzamiento Nacional, 1936–1939: The Military, Economic and 
Political Mobilization of a Protectorate,” Journal of Contemporary History 18, no. 1 (1983): 33, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/260479. 
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wages were down, employment was low, and prices were up. Or, in the words of one Melillano 

Regular’s son, “There was hunger.”28 

 Understandably, much of the available scholarship has married the manifest ‘want’ of 

such poor macroeconomic conditions to a near instantaneous enlistment of Spanish Morocco’s 

poor in the Regulares. After all, the Spanish Army offered pay at 5.25 pesetas per day, “two 

months pay in advance, four kilos of sugar, a five-litre tin of oil, . . . and daily loaves according 

to the number of children in each family,” until the soldier's departure, at which point a soldier’s 

wife was paid half his salary.29 This was a significant hike for most Moroccan workers, for whom 

wages hovered at just under one peseta per day.30 One resident of Melilla remembered that his 

father’s enlistment bequeathed their family a needed “five kilos of oil and sugar.”31 Another 

Melillano maintained that his grandfather joined the Regulares at fourteen because he was 

hungry.32 For Moroccans in the Protectorate’s cities and towns, enlistment provided relatively 

high wages where there were none, food where it was expensive, and some form of employment 

security where it was scarce.33  

However, it is fallacious to assume that the same macroeconomic squeeze was felt by all 

recruits in the same way. Indeed, non-urban Riffian tribesmen and non-urban Moroccans from 

the French zone comprised a plurality of recruits—towing their own economic motivations. 

33 For French, see Francis H. Mellor, Morocco Awakes (Methuen Publishers, 1939), 162. 

32 Amar [No Last Name Given] (grandson of a Regular), in discussion with the author, Melilla, Spain, May 16, 
2024. 

31 Ben Aissa, discussion. 

30 Data is sparse on wages during this period in Spanish Morocco. After some hefty calculation, it is apparent that 
Moroccan mine laborers in Spanish Morocco were being paid only 0.91 pesetas per day in 1938. This would have 
been at the higher end of the wage spectrum, considering that this was (and remained during the war) Spanish 
Morocco’s most valuable export. Agricultural, day-laborer work would have yielded even lower wages. See George 
Padmore, “Why the Moors Help Franco,” The New Leader, May 20, 1938. 

29 It is unknown how these edible resources were disbursed, but it is likely that in urban areas and villages alike there 
was a collection point—perhaps the barracks in cities and the interventor’s office in villages. See Balfour, Deadly 
Embrace, 272; Madariaga, “The Intervention of Moroccan Troops,” 78. 

28 Mohamed [No Last Name Given] (son of a Regular), in discussion with the author, Melilla, Spain, May 16, 2024. 
(Melillano, meaning from Melilla.) 
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Riffian tribes (across both protectorates) were more insulated from the Spanish economic 

downturn compared to their urban compatriots. Many of their goods were self-derived, the merits 

of a subsistence economy.34 Riffian markets were highly localized and “deeply rural.”35 

Manufactured goods, which had been hit hardest by economic recession, were already 

high-priced luxuries at Riffian markets. Basic goods (foodstuffs and agricultural products) likely 

experienced a slight bump in price, but were more insulated from Spanish and European market 

pressures than goods in Spanish Moroccan cities.36  

What Riffians were susceptible to was a different intervention: Spanish-enforced property 

rights.37 Arid land in the Rif has always been somewhat scarce and heavily reliant on fortunate 

weather.38 For Riffians, whose subsistence was somewhere between transhumance and nomadic 

pastoralism, fertile tracts of land would have invited armed competition in the precolonial era. 

Spanish administrators largely ended the fluidity of land tenancy as early as the end of the 

Spanish Moroccan Rif War.39 Their policy of tribal pacification and introduction of nearly 

universal melk land-titling had the effect of creating landed, land-poor, and landless classes in 

Riffian society at the turn of the 1930s.40 Those who could prove their right to land shed their 

tents for more permanent housing.41 In the hills, newly-sedentary Riffian landowners turned to 

41 This was hard to do, particularly for Riffians who were accustomed to temporary and shifting land tenancy. 

40 Seddon, Moroccan Peasants, 146. The difference here was in permanence. In the past, there were landless and 
landed individuals too, but in a nomadic society, this meant only temporary deprivation. 

39 David Seddon, Moroccan Peasants: A Century of Change in the Eastern Rif, 1870–1970 (Dawson and Sons, 
1981), 145. Melk is a borrowed concept of Islamic land-titling. 

38 Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 89. 

37 A similar trend followed in the French zone; see Katherine E. Hoffman, “Berber Law by French Means: 
Customary Courts in the Moroccan Hinterlands, 1930–1956,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 52, no. 4 
(2010): 851–80, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417510000484. 

36 Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 70–77. It is true that some “urban goods” were traded at such markets, but these would 
not have been the species whose lack might drive labor migration in and of itself.  

35 David Montgomery Hart, The Aith Waryaghar of the Moroccan Rif: An Ethnography and History (University of 
Arizona Press, 1976), 70. 

34 This was also aided by the Spanish Moroccan High Commissioner’s free dissemination of cereal seed. See Mellor, 
Morocco Awakes, 130. 
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cultivation of cheap, hardy cereal crops.42 On the plain, similarly-endowed Riffians enlarged 

their herds and established more formal pastures.43 Conversely, those without proof—or the ear 

of the local qadi—had little recourse and even less opportunity.44 While some could tend the 

lands of fellow tribesmen or find work in nearby cities, many were without the basic means to 

provide for their families—even at Riffian market prices.45 

So it was that many turned to seasonal labor migration, an “economic institution” (as one 

anthropologist termed it) that long predated the rigid Spanish administration of Northern 

Morocco.46 As early as the late 1880s and as late as the 1960s, Riffian tribesmen 

(disproportionately land-poor workers from the late 1920s on) traveled to French-administered 

Algeria, where fields of grapes, oranges, artichokes, and other Mediterranean crops beckoned for 

harvest.47 There, they worked as seasonal laborers in a much more fertile land than their 

own—one which might have satisfied editorials from Melilla, which grumbled of the 

“invertinate routine” of cereals husbandry and levied dreams for “abundance.”48 Aggregate 

Riffian labor migration consistently averaged at “35% of the adult male population,” with 

tribesmen from the same tribe (if not clan) migrating, working, and returning to the Rif 

together.49 In Algeria, but not of it, Riffian labor migrants were paid and fed fairly well.50 Before 

melk land titling (1880–1927), migrants could also expect elevated status with potential 

50 Riffian tribesmen ate more meat than Algerian workers, see Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 90. 
49 Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 90. 
48 Iglesias, “España y Francia en su Obra Colonizadora de Marruecos.” 
47 Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 89. 
46 Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 88. 

45 This phenomenon was in full swing by the start of the Spanish Civil War, but began in the late 1920s and early 
1930s. See Seddon, Moroccan Peasants, 125–26, 157. 

44 Though, they could petition the qadi for some intervention. 
43 Seddon, Moroccan Peasants, 125–26. 
42 Seddon, Moroccan Peasants, 125. 
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tangential benefits upon their return.51 After Spanish intervention, the principal benefit of 

migration was naked wage-earning—with a luster that mostly attracted land-poor Riffians.  

Wages, however, are only as good as their ability to fulfill the ‘wants’ of 

wage-earners—while outweighing the costs incurred. For landless Riffians, remittances made 

labor migration worth their while. Instead of lump sum payment, Riffian tribesmen received their 

pay in installments, so as to accommodate periodic remittances.52 These were ferried back to the 

Rif through trusted tribesmen (or clansmen) called bushta, whose task it was to find migrants’ 

families for payment.53 Far from solo adventure, labor migration essentially exchanged young, 

male labor (and presence) for the fiscal provision of land-poor Riffian families, whose domestic 

affairs and limited subsistence farming were managed by residual tribeswomen. For this reason, 

labor migrants (including bachelors and married men accompanied by their wives to Algeria) 

had reason to utilize bushta services to buttress fairly dire economic conditions back home. The 

300–700 kilometer journey for seasonal work was not only worthwhile, but newly essential for 

the basic economic survival of many landless Riffians. Many warmed to the rhythms of labor 

migration. And, many did survive. However, as the anthropologist David Seddon has noted, 

“whether savings were sufficient to enable them to acquire land or to reach that increasingly rare 

degree of self-sufficiency through farming, is doubtful.”54 

Thus, enlistment in the Regulares was alluring to the landless even before the advent of 

the Civil War-triggered recruitment drive. Payment—more than was available for day laborers in 

the Rif—was largely symmetric to that in Algeria (at “60 francs a month”).55 However, pay was 

more dependable than migration due to its non-seasonal nature. It was also closer. The 40–200 

55 Seddon, Moroccan Peasants, 156. 
54 Seddon, Moroccan Peasants, 157. 
53 Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 89. 
52 Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 89. 
51 Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 90; and Seddon, Moroccan Peasants, 157. 
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kilometer trek to Al Hoceima, Tetouan, or Melilla paled in comparison to Algeria’s 300–700 

kilometer foot tax. Proximity enabled regular returns to wives, mothers, sisters, and 

brothers—and greater care. Familial provision was just as central to enlistment as it was to labor 

migration. Indeed, from the 1920s to the early 1930s, “competition” for enlistment in the 

Regulares was so fierce that “recruits were often obliged to leave the[ir immediate] region” to 

find service.56 Recruits from the French-Protectorate (like Abdelah Ben Mohamed Mesfiui from 

Chapter One’s foray into documentation) went to even greater lengths to secure enlistment. Their 

journey was longer, more distant from their families, and obscured by French administrators who 

sought to prevent enlistment by sealing the French-Spanish border.57 Consistent pay, family 

57 Mellor, Morocco Awakes, 163. 
56 Seddon, Moroccan Peasants, 156. 
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visitation (for some), and the means to secure one’s family against economic ruin were 

persuasive enough to encourage recruitment to the Regulares. 

At the outset of war, basic incentives of pay, food, and employment security might have 

been sufficient to attract recruits in urban and rural areas—who otherwise might have migrated 

to Algeria for work. However, service in what was essentially a gendarmerie (militarized police 

force with peacekeeping duties in rural and urban areas) was radically different from what would 

be demanded of the Regulares in the Spanish Civil War. There, soldiers were “told . . . to shoot 

or to die,” as one Regular remembered.58 The wife of a veteran alleged that her husband had 

been “tricked [ . . . and taken] to a slaughterhouse [ . . . where] the Reds could practice their aim 

on them.”59 It cannot be assumed that all recruits knew or understood this trajectory; many 

veterans have testified that they did not know the extent to which they would be involved in 

warfighting. One recruit explained it this way: “We did not know where we were going . . . 

whether to a war or what.”60 He continued, “If I had known, why would I have gone there to 

die?”61 Others knew well enough that they were going to fight in peninsular Spain against 

Republicans, no less.62 Whatever the informational saturation, it is clear that while economic 

incentive may have been helpful in drumming enlistees (for reasons more complex than prior 

scholarship entertains), it might not have been sufficient in itself to motivate every soldier’s 

moment-by-moment preference for fighting over flight, posture, or surrender in the heat of battle. 

Economic gains did affect Regulares’ fight-or-flight decision matrices in two ways: first, 

the economic sustenance of their families and, second, fighting well often implied greater gain 

(for the same beneficiaries) through survival, looting, and remittances. Previously unstudied 

62 Seddon, Moroccan Peasants, 157. 
61 Los Perdedores, 7:20. 
60 Los Perdedores, 7:03. 
59 Los Perdedores, 27:29–27:33. 
58 Los Perdedores, directed by Driss Deibeck (Sur Films, 2006), 6:55. 
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personnel files betray the impulses of an institution which could not escape its soldiers’ fidelity 

to family and their material care. In fact, the most documented facet of life in the Regulares was 

their pay and beneficiaries. Each Regular received a wage booklet, where his commanding 

officer jotted payments, their dates, and endorsed both. While recruits may have been promised 

daily wages at 5.25 pesetas per day (as some have argued), their booklets arrived at different 

totals.63 Instead of a daily rate, Regulares received pay in monthly disbursements, most 

commonly at rates of 75–100 pesetas per month, seemingly regardless of days worked.64 If such 

monies were actually doled in daily increments, this would have meant a real daily rate of 2.5 to 

3.33 pesetas—somewhat near the lament of one Regular’s grand-nephew, who alleged that his 

uncle was “promised the world and paid two pesetas.”65 Small-sounding numbers 

notwithstanding, the average Regular who began service in April 1937 made 1200 pesetas by 

July 1938 (or in just over a year).66 Soldiers who served for the year prior (1936), continued their 

service till the war’s end (in 1939), or both (1936–1939) received total amounts between 2400 

and 3600 pesetas.67 At a time when a kilo of imported potatoes or lentils sold—at most, by urban 

67 Though there is some reporting which suggests Moroccans in peninsular Spain did not receive allotted amounts or, 
as in the case of one Regular, received German marks instead of pesetas. See John T. Whitaker, We Cannot Escape 
History (Macmillan, 1943), 114.  

66 “Asunto: Soldado,” 1937/1939, collection 19, section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 52 Expedientes Personales fonds, 
Archivo Intermedio Militar de Melilla, Melilla, Spain. Adjacent files corroborate payments of around the same 
quantity; see “Asunto: Soldado Moh Ben Mohammed Azehaf,” 1937/1939, collection 12, section 28, GFRI Melilla 
No. 52 Expedientes Personales fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Melilla (AIMM), Melilla, Spain. 

65 Belaid [No Last Name Given] (grand-nephew of a Regular), in discussion with the author, Melilla, Spain, May 16, 
2024. 

64 In some cases, less than 20 days are listed. In some, no day count is listed at all. In others, 30 days are listed. Pay 
is standardized across all, with only slight variation between 75 and 100 pesetas per month. In rarer cases, 50 
pesetas are listed, but combined with another bimonthly disbursement of 50 pesetas. For an example of a soldier 
paid 75 pesetas at a consistent monthly rate, see “Asunto: Soldado Mohammed Ben Salah,” 1937/1940, collection 8, 
section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 52 Expedientes Personales fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Melilla (AIMM), 
Melilla, Spain. For an example of 80 pesetas, see “Asunto: Soldado Yilali Ben Mohammed,” 1938/1941, collection 
22, section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 52 Expedientes Personales fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Melilla (AIMM), 
Melilla, Spain. 

63 Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 272. 
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prices in Melilla—for 0.48 or 1.50 pesetas, respectively, this was a significant amount of 

money.68  

As with Algeria-bound labor migration, the ultimate and most constant beneficiaries of 

Regulares’ employment were their families. Sometimes deducted from their pay and sometimes 

in addition to it, most Regulares secured monthly pensions for their families. Mirroring their pay, 

these were tracked on palm-sized, purpose-made booklets and disbursed at a monthly rate of 

75–100 pesetas.69 Another slip―conspicuously tucked into the first few pages of their pension or 

pay booklets―governed the release of the monthly funds. Drafted in the first person, the 

fill-in-the-blank form supplied the recipient’s demographic data and began with “I leave it for the 

benefit of my . . .”70 ‘Wife’ might have seemed the most obvious choice for the married soldier 

gone to war for his family. ‘Father’ would have provided a close alternative for the bachelor 

intent on familial honor and care. Yet, while some wives and fathers received pensions, 

Regulares—including those who were married—disproportionately selected their mothers as 

principal beneficiaries.  

 

70 “Asunto: Soldado Mohamed Kaddur Kaddur,” AIMM. 

69 For an example of a monthly pension of 75 pesetas, see “Asunto: Soldado Mohamed Kaddur Kaddur,” 1936/1942, 
collection 6, section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 52 Expedientes Personales fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Melilla 
(AIMM), Melilla, Spain. For an example of a monthly pension of 100 pesetas, see “Asunto: Soldado Al-Lal B 
Bark,” 1937/1938, collection 13, section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 52 Expedientes Personales fonds, Archivo 
Intermedio Militar de Melilla (AIMM), Melilla, Spain. 

68 A few other price-points help contextualize purchasing power: maximum authorized prices (in October 1936) in 
Melilla per kilo, per imported product were as follows: beans, 1.35 pesetas; Spanish cheese, 7.50 pesetas; bacon, 
3.20 pesetas; Spanish ham (leg), 11 pesetas; Spanish butter (only for commercial sale), 3 pesetas; Spanish chorizo 
(idem.), 7-8 pesetas; Spanish cured beef (idem.), 18 pesetas. Imported Spanish olive oil (only for commercial sale) 
was sold at 5 liters for 14 pesetas and 10 liters for 28 pesetas. Meanwhile, prescription eyeglasses could be 
purchased for 9.50 pesetas and one-way train tickets between Spanish Moroccan cities could be secured for as little 
as 0.60-1.15 pesetas. For produce, see “Jefatura de Asuntos Civiles: Junta de Subsistencias,” El Telegrama Del Rif, 
October 6, 1936, The General Library and Archives of Tetouan, Tétouan, Morocco; for glasses, see “Optica 
Madrid,” El Telegrama Del Rif, October 1, 1936, The General Library and Archives of Tetouan, Tétouan, Morocco; 
for train tickets, see “Ferrocarril Larache,” Diario Marroqui, July 25, 1936, The General Library and Archives of 
Tetouan, Tétouan, Morocco. 
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The choice of any relation to steward Regulares’ hardwon pensions was hardly agnostic, 

particularly considering their limitation to a sole family member. In 1937 alone, a smattering of 

soldiers’ attempts to confirm or revise their beneficiaries evidenced their careful, context-driven 

delegation of benefits. One soldier petitioned to redirect his pension to his wife. He had heard  

that his father was not using it “for her support.”71 When another soldier’s family moved, he 

requested that his remitted pay be transferred from the local magistrate in one village to 

another.72 A different Regular’s family moved even further away, to French-Morocco, apparently 

cutting ties with him.73 He promptly requested to strip his nephew of his pension. Similarly jilted, 

73 “Asunto: Soldado Yilali Ben Mohammed,” AIMM. 

72 “Asunto: Soldado Embarek Ben Hamidach Ben Hat-Tat,” 1938/1939, collection 21, section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 
52 Expedientes Personales fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Melilla (AIMM), Melilla, Spain. 

71 “Asunto: Soldado Hamed Bsi-Hamed,” 1938/1939, collection 10, section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 52 Expedientes 
Personales fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Melilla (AIMM), Melilla, Spain. 
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a recent divorcee transferred benefits from his ex-wife to his mother.74 This attention to 

seemingly domestic cares during one of the heaviest years of fighting was part and parcel of the 

Regulares’ experience. Their personnel files, littered as they were with pension-related inquiries 

and proclamations, put that experience to paper. Strung together, the paper trail unfolds a trite 

compendium: family finances were salient at the warfront.  

Assigned recipients were either the central targets of war-earned wages, trusted to fairly 

distribute funds to a broader familial network, or often, as with many Regulares’ mothers, both. 

The Western reader, aided by a wide berth of cultural sensitivities, may expect the 

disproportionate maternal turn. Their selection, however, was not altogether intuitive. The 

fundamental “unit of provision” and “irreducible social unit” in Riffian society was the nubth, 

74 “Asunto: Soldado Mohamed Ben Yaia,” 1938/1939, collection 11, section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 52 Expedientes 
Personales fonds, Archivo Intermedio Militar de Melilla (AIMM), Melilla, Spain. 
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consisting of (and ordered by seniority and responsibility): a father, his unmarried sons, his wife 

or wives, and his unmarried daughters.75 Married sons formed new nubath, transferring their 

principal obligations to the new unit. Fathers or wives, then, would have seemed the most 

pragmatic choices for bachelors and married soldiers, respectively. So, what of married soldiers 

or those with living fathers, who nevertheless consigned pensions to their mothers?76  

Here, Regulares’ families seem to have shifted, if temporarily, the very structure of their 

nubath to accommodate the particularities of men gone to war. That a mother was chosen over a 

wife by a married Regular signaled that he considered his wife to be under his mother’s care in 

his absence—not vice versa. For the duration of his deployment (and potentially in preparation 

for his possible death), his wife possessed the exact status she would in the event that her 

husband left her a widow. She was, in other words, temporarily integrated into her 

mother-in-law’s nubth and its system of care and responsibility. This familial shelter (figurative 

and literal) would have been particularly beneficent for landless Riffians. Mothers chosen over 

fathers were a rarer occurrence (as it appears many Regulares’ mothers were widowed), but 

likely derived from practical concerns over who would collect pension monies from local 

magistrates. For one, some Regulares’ living fathers were old and mostly immobile.77 

Meanwhile, any able-bodied fathers, mostly from the landless class, were likely laborers 

themselves (locally, in Algeria, or even in the Regulares as well). Either way, fathers could not 

necessarily be counted on as bursars. Thus, for many, the flow of money was diverted to 

mothers, for reasons more practical than honorific. 

77 One record indicated that “his father is old in age and impaired”; see “Asunto: Soldado Mohamed Kaddur 
Kaddur,” AIMM. 

76 In at least one instance, a soldier with both still consigned his pension to his mother; see “Asunto: Soldado 
Mohamed Kaddur Kaddur,” AIMM. 

75 Nubth is the singular and nubath the plural. See Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 230. 
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As Gerahty’s Sierra Nevadan hike revealed, more than pensions were remitted to mothers 

in Morocco. Loot-derived monies were too. The irregular economy that accompanied Regulares’ 

looting activities in peninsular Spain multiplied their potential personal (and thereby familial) 

gains. Wartime robbery by another name, looting is a mostly deputized adventure with 

individualized reward. Scores of soldiers descend upon a village, subdue its inhabitants, and 

individually commandeer whatever belongings they choose.78 This pillage takes place in the 

liminal space between the successive commands of war (i.e. take the village and proceed to the 

next). Though tacitly allowed (and sometimes even ordered) by officers, responsibility for the 

practice of plunder is ostensibly delegated to each soldier’s ambition. Few would blame an 

officer’s command for the shoeless soldier’s arraignment in golden watch and women’s kerchief. 

The lay soldier is acutely culpable for plunderous behavior when other acts, including killing, are 

more easily shirked as commanded misadventures.79 Those intermittent episodes when soldiers 

loot are perhaps war’s most optimal windows through which the individual soldier’s agency 

peeks. Thus, what loot soldiers’ reach for and what they do with it is illustrative.  

Moroccans looted. Much the same as with their warfighting, characterizations of 

Moroccan looting during the war have ranged from fantastical to benign. Accusations of pillage 

have been cheap opportunities to dehumanize Moroccan troops in the aftermath of the Spanish 

Civil War. The allegation has been that Regulares—the recipients of a Nationalist “carte 

blanche”—mercilessly pillaged art, churches, the poor, and even reporters.80 Others have argued 

80 See John Tisa, Recalling the Good Fight: An Autobiography of the Spanish Civil War (Bergin and Garvey 
Publishers, 1985), xii; Noel Monks, Eyewitness: The Journal of a World Correspondent (Shakespeare Head Press, 
1956), 66; Claud Cockburn, Cockburn in Spain: Despatches from the Spanish Civil War, ed. James Pettifer 
(Lawrence and Wishart, 1986), 56; Duchess of Atholl, Searchlight on Spain (Penguin, 1938), 105; Henry T. Gorrell, 

79 In ‘commanded misadventures,’ soldiers might ‘pass the buck’ to their commanding officers. After all, it was their 
command that dictated a certain military movement, a villager’s death, a tactic deployed. This is less likely given the 
latitude involved in looting. A soldier with a stopwatch in hand, freshly plucked from a ruined hamlet, is less 
believed if he points to his officer and says, “He made me do it.” 

78 Though this can also happen in small groups. 
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that looting and lootable material were rare, either because Republicans looted first or because 

the wealthy, allied with the Nationalists, disallowed it.81 Neither is fully true.82 Regulares’ loot 

was an eclectic mix of enemy troops’ effects, household wares, and mainstreet products.83 An 

inventory of Regulares’ plunder compiled by one reporter included “a coop of hens; a parrot in a 

cage; a nanny-goat in milk; a net of melons; [and even] a crucifix found in a wrecked church,” 

newly fixed to the radiator of a transport truck.84 Other Moroccan pieces of loot included 

umbrellas, bicycles, kitchen stools, egg-beaters, new and old shoes, dolls, playing-cards, bolts of 

cloth, and money found on dead Republican soldiers.85 Not quite the stuff of Treasure Island, the 

collection of items might suit a garage sale more than the motorized chariots of triumphant 

soldiers. Or, as the pioneering female war correspondent Virginia Cowles categorized it, 

Moroccan loot was “an odd assortment of knicknacks.”86 

These ‘knicknacks’ were most valuable to Regulares insofar as they could be consumed 

to beat hunger or easily converted to remittable funds.87 Most commentary on Moroccan looting 

during the Spanish Civil War has treated loot as a static, wartime quirk. In other words, soldiers 

amassed randomized paraphernalia for their enjoyment. Some items, like umbrellas or playing 

cards, more easily fit this framework. Less transportable loot (like caged birds) or less relevant 

tools (like egg-beaters) were more perplexing. Why would a Regular need bolts of cloth, for 

87  

86 Cowles, Looking for Trouble, 66. 

85 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 93, 156; Gerahty, The Road to Madrid, 35, 48; Virginia Cowles, Looking for 
Trouble (Faber and Faber, 2010), 66. 

84 Arnold Lunn, Spanish Rehearsal: An Eyewitness in Spain during the Civil War, 1936–1939 (Devin-Adair, 1974), 
60. 

83 For a description of battlefield loot, see Peter Kemp, Mine Were of Trouble (Cassell and Co., 1957), 72. 

82 Though, it should be said that parallel reporting also places Spanish Nationalist troops and Spanish Republican 
troops as consistent looters as well. See McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 277; Hubert R. Knickerbocker, The Siege of 
Alcazar: A Warlog of the Spanish Revolution (David McKay, 1936), 92–93. 

81 Francis McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain: Being the Experiences of an Irish War-Correspondent During the Great 
Civil War Which Began in 1936 (Burns, Oates, and Washbourne, 1937), 277; Friedlander, “Holy Crusade or Unholy 
Alliance,” 350. 

Soldier of the Press: Covering the Front in Europe and North Africa, 1936–1943 (University of Missouri Press, 
2009), 33. Italics, the author’s own. 
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instance? Outfitted with the right goods, Regulares could maximize their wartime gains reselling 

loot on the war economy. There, cloth, egg-beaters, and bicycles all had value—even if low. One 

entrepreneur foraged shoes and rolls of fabric from the wreckage of a conquered town. The 

“steps of a house” were his market stall.88 His customers were fellow soldiers, officers, the 

town’s residents, or those of the next town.89 Regulares, like him, were by no means swamped 

with cash. After all, valuable loot was indeed scarce. However, even the sale of a kitchen stool 

for the meager sum of several pesetas could be worthwhile: a day’s wages in less than a day’s 

time. More than this, proceeds were not frozen in peninsular Spain. Successful loot-sellers could 

rather easily send their raw profits through trusted couriers to expectant families in Spanish 

Morocco. Regulares could be wartime entrepreneurs in addition to wage-earning soldiers. 

 Wages and remittances were central to Moroccan participation in the Spanish Civil War. 

Capital and its means of acquisition were scarce. Pay, food disbursements, pensions, and even 

loot-derived remittances were economic privileges that assisted the sustenance of Moroccan 

families, many of whom had few economic prospects otherwise. Spanish Moroccan promises of 

such financial gains matched the amplified scarcity (and resultant ‘want’ for gain) of the 

Moroccan poor and landless classes. Hope of gain understandably motivated a certain 

enthusiasm for enlistment. However, this alone does not fully explain why Regulares 

disproportionately chose to fight over flight, posture, or surrender. One Regular remembered 

Republican soldiers calls’ from the opposite trench, “Hey, Hammad, join us, man! You’ll earn 

twenty-five pesetas [per day]. With Franco . . . you will be paid only three.”90 Why did Regulares 

90 Los Perdedores, 55:50. 

89 But, barter did not need to be that formalized either. It could also occur at the Regulares’ camp among fellow 
soldiers and could take the form of item for item in lieu of item for cash. 

88 Knickerbocker, The Siege of Alcazar, 156. 

104 



like him ignore such tempting Republican inducements, including those that claimed to outstrip 

any economic gains Nationalists could offer?91  

Fearful Employment 

Fear is almost the exact photo-negative of gain. For one, fear narrates the world in 

tranches of loss (potential and perceived). Fear is motivating for all of the reasons scarcity 

is—and then some. To preexistent scarcity, fear adds more. For, while gain implies 

aggrandizement, fear is concerned with diminution. In directional terms, it threatens stalled and 

retrograde movement. Fear is also loud. Its threat-filled siren’s call is social (pertaining to group 

wellbeing) and individual (acutely consumed with one’s own survival).92 To drown either is a 

behemoth task never quite completed.93 Those who learn to live with fear—that is to say, most 

humans—are “fascinated and repelled by their fears.”94 Fear is the currency of social contagion, 

the price of entry for many kitchen-table discussions, and a powerful social motivator. The 

unfurled drama of fear (particularly of the political variety) attracts anger over its existence and 

hope that it can be bested. Nightmares, fascinating and repulsive, make the best alarms on two 

grounds: they disrupt the slumberer’s comfort and rest; and they incentivize escape by exiting the 

dreamworld altogether. So it is with fear. Fear draws one’s attention and shepherds escape from 

itself. 

94  Michael Reeves, Rejoice & Tremble: The Surprising Good News of the Fear of the Lord (Crossway, 2021), 13 

93 For human society, this is good. A fearless society would be a pretty dangerous and uninhibited place to live. See 
Lars Svendsen, A Philosophy of Fear (University of Chicago Press, 2008). 

92 Thierry Steimer, “The Biology of Fear- and Anxiety-Related Behaviors,” Dialogues in Clinical Neuroscience 4, 
no. 3 (2002): 231–49, https://doi.org/10.31887/DCNS.2002.4.3/tsteimer. 

91 It should be obvious that many offers in battle—from Republicans or Nationalists—tempting the other side to 
desert were likely ploys to draw soldiers out, fire upon them, and kill them. What is less obvious is why (in less 
trickery-ridden situations) Regulares did not choose to desert and take their chances with the Republic.  
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The Regular tempted to flight, posture, or desertion faced dueling fears. First, many 

Regulares felt they could not trust the Republicans. Even if the cross-trench offers of better pay 

were actionable, Regulares explained ignoring them in the following terms:  

I did not go with the Republic. Why? The Republic mixed everything. They did not make 
distinction between men and women . . . The women slept with the milicianos at the 
front. At night we heard them moan and scream in the trenches. Is it not a shame for a 
woman to sleep with someone in the trenches? What baseness!95 

Nationalist administrators in Tetouan would have beamed upon hearing such a quotation. 

Beyond its clear, disapproving reference to sexual mores this ‘justification’ unraveled a broader 

indictment on Republican moral character. It was ‘base.’ And, by proxy, Republicans could not 

be trusted.  

As Regulares processed their battlefield—sounds of women in the trenches beyond, 

ransacked churches, and racist quips from their foes—many would have remembered Nationalist 

warnings of Republican atheism that accompanied their deployment.96 As it had been told by 

their proselytes as soon as the uprising began, the Nationalists’ was an existential struggle (or 

“holy war”) against the ‘godless,’ which presaged Moroccan religious persecution.97 Churches 

and Bibles were burnt now; mosques and Qur’ans would be next.98 These eschatological 

admonitions gained teeth when Republican bombs (in July 1936), intended for the Nationalist 

High Commission, struck Tetouan’s Moroccan quarter instead, “killing a number of civilians[,] 

98 Moroccan recruits were warned that if the godless “triumphed in Spain, they would invade Morocco afterward and 
end the Muslim religion, destroying mosques, burning sacred books . . . and the Moroccan sons would cease to 
believe in the existence of Allah.” See Merroun, Las Tropas Marroquíes en la Guerra Civil Española 1936-1939, 
39–40. 

97 McCullagh, In Franco’s Spain, 278.  

96 African-American soldiers fighting for the Republicans were reportedly “stunned . . . by the rabid anti-Muslim 
racism of the Republican forces.” See Hishaam D. Aidi, “The Interference of Al-Andalus: Spain, Islam, and the 
West,” Social Text 24, no. 2 (2006): 67. This seems to be corroborated by some Republican fighters’ special care to 
kill (not capture) Moroccan troops. See Francisco Pérez López, Dark and Bloody Ground: A Guerrilla Diary of the 
Spanish Civil War, ed. Victor Guerrier, trans. Joseph D. Harris (Little, Brown, 1972), 53, 68, 101. 

95 Los Perdedores, 56:55–57:45. 
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enraging the populace.”99 Two years later, the Khalifa of Tetouan still cited the bombing (and 

seemingly further Republican provocations) as the Moroccan casus belli “against those who 

believe in no God.”100 Recruits boarding airlifts to Spain heard a similar homily as an imam 

blessed them with a hearty “Arriba España” (the Nationalist mantra meaning, ‘Up, Spain!’). His 

exhortation reminded that this was “holy war,” which it was their “privilege” to fight in.101 

Fatwas (which declared participation in the war halal) and Nationalist-produced, 

qadi-distributed leaflets diffused this narrative across Spanish Morocco, while portraying Franco 

as “Friend of Muslims.”102  

Beyond religion, Republicans failed to garner Moroccan goodwill prior to and during the 

war. From their perch in Madrid, they could not access the affections of Moroccan elites or 

Riffian tribesmen (though they tried).103 Republicans might not have been interested in Moroccan 

recruits per se, but they did desire Moroccan sympathies, which could have stymied the 

groundswell of support Nationalists received from the Protectorate. Urban Moroccans—attracted 

by nationalism and consumed with a mixture of fear and envy toward French-Morocco—were 

largely unconvinced by Republican interlocutors, whose overtures were quite weak compared to 

the whispers of independence issued by the Nationalists.104 Prewar Republican policy not only 

104 Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 273. 

103 Republican agents were accused of trying to start revolts in Riffian Morocco and made limited overtures to 
Moroccan elites and nationalists. See Gabriel Jackson, Spanish Republic and the Civil War, 1931–1939 (Princeton 
University Press, 2012), 31. 

102 Rumors spread that Franco had converted to Islam and even completed the Hajj. See Merroun, Las Tropas 
Marroquíes en la Guerra Civil Española 1936-1939, 39. 

101 Gerahty, The Road to Madrid, 117. 

100 The Khalifa was the local representative of the Sultan of Morocco’s authority in Spanish Morocco. Under 
Spanish administration, the Sultan (who mostly resided in French Morocco) and his Khalifa had delegated powers, 
troops, and royal protections. The Khalifa’s full quotation is powerful: “I stand here on holy ground, which is 
drenched with the blood of so many fallen and wounded, and am proud to be able to aid Spain in its battle against 
those who believe in no God.” See Erich Raeder, My Life, trans. Henry W. Drexel (United States Naval Institute, 
1960), 227. 

99 This prompted the Grand Vizier to commit troops to the Nationalists with unexpected and often underscored haste. 
See Gerald Howson, Arms for Spain: the Untold Story of the Spanish Civil War (John Murray, 1998), 11; and 
Merroun, Las Tropas Marroquíes en la Guerra Civil Española 1936-1939, 37. 
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“neglected Moroccan affairs,” but lacked any sense of departure from the dictatorial regime of 

Primo de Rivera, which preceded it.105 Urban Moroccan demands for greater national autonomy 

were left unmet, and “[w]here the Rifian tribesmen were concerned, Republican policy was no . . 

. different.”106 For all its claims of social equality and proletarian revolution, the Moroccan 

Protectorate envisioned by the early Republican government was little more than a continuation 

of ‘business as usual.’107 Conversely, Nationalist plotters promised autonomy, courted Moroccan 

nationalists, and even hinted at independence.108 One Regular, a ‘true believer’ boasted to 

Spaniards in Mérida that Moroccan fortunes (vis-à-vis French-Morocco’s disproportionate 

wealth) would all “change[. . .] after the war.”109 Not all were so easily convinced. Even so, the 

average Moroccan Regular had little reason to trust the Republic and much cause to despise it.110 

If battlefield language was any indicator, Moroccan antipathy was fresh, raw, and fearful. 

In Madrid, an advancing Regular derided a Republican trench as “not of Mohammed [and] not of 

the Right!”111 One Moroccan veteran later explained that “the Reds came to Spain to burn Moors, 

to kill saints, . . . and the Moors came to help Franco fix Spain.”112 The use of the derogatory 

connoter ‘Reds,’ including in the Rif where it was amended from rojos to “rokhos,” was 

incidental and telling all at once.113 The two landmark anthropological accounts of the Rif 

confirm that the localized “hostility” toward those cast as “the unbelieving enemies of both 

113 Seddon, Moroccan Peasants, 157. 
112 Merroun, Las Tropas Marroquíes en la Guerra Civil Española 1936-1939, 40. 
111 Merroun, Las Tropas Marroquíes en la Guerra Civil Española 1936-1939, 40. 

110 George Orwell’s infamous Homage to Catalonia remarked that Republicans failed “to convince the Moors of the 
Government’s good faith [ . . . resulting in that] the Moors actually preferred [Franco] to the Popular Front 
Government!” See George Orwell, Homage to Catalonia (Oxford University Press, 2021), 162. A fellow 
Englishman and author sympathetic to the Republic, George Padmore, blamed “the leaders of the Popular Front, 
who, in attempting to continue the policy of Spanish Imperialism, made it possible for Franco to exploit the natives 
in the service of Fascism.” See Padmore, “Why the Moors Help Franco.”  

109 Gerahty, The Road to Madrid, 138. 
108 See Ch. 1 and Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 265.  
107 “Marruecos Contra El Fascismo,” Cultura Proletaria, October 24, 1936, 2. 
106 Madariaga, “The Intervention of Moroccan Troops,” 73. 
105 Madariaga, “The Intervention of Moroccan Troops,” 73–74. 
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Christianity and Islam” was palpable.114 For the Regular tempted to let up, surrender, or defect a 

series of interlinked questions loomed. What if Republicans won—would their children still read 

the Qur’an? If Republicans hated their God and burned their bodies, how could they be trusted to 

welcome their desertion? Whether or not they were convinced they fought ‘the good fight,’ 

fearful soldiers fought on.  

Even if they did not distrust Republicans, Regulares had cause to fear the Nationalists. 

“Ese p’aya” (that one, over there) was the only phrase that governed one Regular’s schoolyard 

enlistment.115 Others were similarly taken—by the Khalifa’s guard, local interventores (local 

intermediaries), or even Nationalist patrols—from everyday life into service in the Regulares.116 

Many veterans described their deployment to Spain using a defeatist’s lexicon. One motioned to 

the rigidity of soldiering, saying, “Who was going to say no? We were soldiers and we needed to 

obey.”117 Another put it more bluntly: “If you did not sign up to go to the front, they would take 

you by force.”118 These are the effects of what Madariaga has called the Nationalists’ 

“administrative machinery.”119  

This vast network of quasi-bureaucratic institutionalization provisioned a near endless 

supply of Moroccan Regulares to the Spanish Civil War. Over the course of its various 

campaigns against Berber tribes across the Protectorate, the Army of Africa amassed a reticulum 

of interventores that criss-crossed Spanish Morocco.120 These intermediaries, alternatively known 

as “‘friendly Moors,’ [or] ‘pensioned Moors,’” were often local qadis.121 As the latter term 

121 Madariaga, “The Intervention of Moroccan Troops,” 68. 
120 Merroun, Las Tropas Marroquíes en la Guerra Civil Española 1936-1939, 36–37. 
119 Madariaga, “The Intervention of Moroccan Troops,” 67. 
118 Los Perdedores, 11:40. 
117 Los Perdedores, 6:39. 
116 Hamed [No Last Name Given] (son of a Regular), in discussion with the author, Melilla, Spain, May 16, 2024. 
115 Ben Aissa, discussion. 
114 Seddon, Moroccan Peasants, 157; and Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 416. 
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suggests, they were also in the Army of Africa’s pay.122 Described as “often despotic agents,” 

qadis were commissioned (and bribed) to exert localized Spanish (and, more precisely, 

Africanista) control over their communities.123 Thus, interventores did what was impossible for 

Africanistas.124 They maintained “daily contact with [ . . . a] Moroccan society . . . in a state of 

unconditional obedience to the religious, judicial, and political authorities in their system.”125 

When Nationalist authorities rustled interventores for troops, few returned empty handed. Any 

reluctant interventores were likely “dissuaded . . . from offering resistance” by the knowledge 

that the very fabric from which they derived privilege might be utilized against them.126 After all, 

what was given could just as easily be taken away—and status was hard to part with.127  

The impressive network of qadis-turned-interventores was the lifeblood to Nationalist 

recruiting in Spanish Morocco. Recent scholarship underscores that this was the conduit through 

which pay and prejudice (against the ‘godless’ Republicans) could be communicated.128 

However, qadis were also relevant to Regulares’ battlefield decision-making. Qadis presided 

over the Spanish systemization of melk land titling reform—and (sometimes) interceded in the 

disbursement of Regulares’ pension funds.129 They heard petitions, approved titles, and drew the 

boundaries of newly demarcated property. In the receipt of pensions, they clarified or confirmed 

129 For melk, see Seddon, Moroccan Peasants, 145. For intervention, see “Asunto: Soldado Mohamed Ben Yaia,” 
1938/1939, collection 11, section 28, GFRI Melilla No. 52 Expedientes Personales fonds, Archivo Intermedio 
Militar de Melilla (AIMM), Melilla, Spain. 

128 Madariaga, “The Intervention of Moroccan Troops,” 67. 
127  
126 Madariaga, “The Intervention of Moroccan Troops,” 78. 
125 For the original Spanish, see Merroun, Las Tropas Marroquíes en la Guerra Civil Española 1936-1939, 36. 

124 Also known as qadi, qadis were central to a kabyle’s social life and were located off the central marketplace or 
souk. Their role related to Islamic law and its interpretation for local communities, and their function was often 
paramount in terms of social authority. Other clerical authorities or ‘holy men’ in kabyles filled this role, presiding 
and arbitrating over inter-tribal conflict and other principal matters. See Hart, The Aith Waryaghar, 12, 69. 

123 Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 184. 

122 Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 268. Others, particularly those long-established in their kabyles, “owed their posts [or 
the continuance thereof] to the [Army of Africa].” Notably, this meant that such friendly Moors owed their offices to 
the Army of Africa, not Spain. 
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living relatives, divorces, and other claims by Regulares.130 As landed and landless classes 

emerged in the Rif, the qadi’s already consolidated power grew. With it came more leverage over 

recruits and disincentives for deployed Regulares to trigger qadi-derived repression. The fine 

point of Nationalists’ power exertion in Spanish Morocco extended to the two most volatile 

facets of land-poor Riffian existence. In the Rif, where news traveled as if its mountains were 

“one vast whispering gallery,” notification of a soldier’s disobedience or desertion could have 

deleterious effects on his family and their livelihood.131 If families were important to Regulares 

and qadis could militate against them—then qadis could be their fellow tribesmen’s worst 

nightmare.  

‘Glorious’ Employment? 

Glory would seem a dangerous adjective when appended to ‘war.’ Indeed, the word is 

exultant. It implies an object set apart or a process beyond the rest. Glory is that slippery 

substance of a moment—there, gone, and there again. It is attainable and elusive, given and 

gotten. It requires a beholder, possessor, and object. The ‘glorified’ fills the syntactical space 

which follows soldiers’ cries. Soldiers have always screamed variations of: ‘glory to’ God, 

country, corps, or compatriots. The yelled object is the expressed patron of a soldier’s fighting, 

the verbal convener of soldiers’ diverse passions, and the cloak for their culpability. It is the 

momentary difference between fighting and fighting for something. To cry ‘for King and 

Country,’ is but another way to say ‘I kill, but not on my whim alone.’ In such 

adrenaline-suffused moments, soldiers remind themselves (or are reminded by their louder 

neighbors) of their esprit de corps. The words let loose from their lips motion to the broader 

131 Mellor, Morocco Awakes, 102. 
130 “Asunto: Soldado Mohamed Ben Yaia,” AIMM. 
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collective to which they belong—and evidence the split-second muster of soldiers fighting to 

fight.  

In a world where soldiers are often situated along a binary of those who fight for 

“paychecks” or “patriotism,” it has been easy—as scholars of the American context have 

noted—to characterize soldiers (with undoubtable economic interests and incentives) as 

“mercenary arm[ies] of the poor.”132 These incomplete rhythms of observation have not spared 

understandings of the Army of Africa, where Regulares did fight for pay and their Spanish 

officers were often fierce ideologues. However, some Moroccan troops appear to have expressed 

a certain camaraderie at and behind the battlefront. At the former, a Moroccan sergeant cried 

“For God and for Spain we fight” as he charged into a firefight.133 His dictated patronage was 

likely an attempt to galvanize wearied limbs and faint courage. Others, expressed their ‘loyalties’ 

in more personal less imminent terms. One Regular, though disaffected by what he saw as 

Spain’s forgetfulness for his service, still asserted “soy español (I am Spanish).”134 The son (and 

nephew) of a Moroccan veteran of the force analogized to explain his father and uncle’s patriotic 

allegiance. “It was like Puerto Rico with the United States,” he explained.135 For him, it made 

sense that they would fight for the Spanish; the Regulares recruited from his family were just as 

much Spanish as they were Moroccan. Such statements of ‘belonging’ might have testified to 

successful Nationalist propagandization; some Moroccans certainly viewed themselves as allied 

with Nationalists in an Abrahamic putsch against godless communists. Perhaps pockets of 

135 The Puerto Rican analogy is actually quite fitting; not all Puerto Ricans claim the U.S. American identity, nor 
would all reject the association. 

134 Los Perdedores, 23:44. 
133 Merroun, Las Tropas Marroquíes en la Guerra Civil Española 1936-1939, 40. 

132 American polling data has shown that (along roughly partisan lines) respondents view enlistment motivations in a 
binary: soldiers fight for paychecks or patriotism. See Ronald Krebs and Robert Ralston, “Patriotism or Paychecks: 
Who Believes What About Why Soldiers Serve,” Armed Forces & Society 48, no. 1 (January 1, 2022): 25–48; and 
Andrea Asoni et al., “A Mercenary Army of the Poor? Technological Change and the Demographic Composition of 
the Post-9/11 U.S. Military,” Journal of Strategic Studies 45, no. 4 (June 7, 2022): 568–614. 
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affinity emerged from genuine friendships between Spanish and Moroccan Regulares—the kind 

that elicited “hysterical . . . crying and shouting” from a Spanish officer whose Moroccan orderly 

was dying from a stomach wound.136 They might also have derived from the vengeant anger 

developed in war when soldiers witness fellow soldiers and friends die at the hands of the enemy, 

emerging themselves from battle never to be the same.137 Regulares’ auxiliary motivations for 

fighting (the split-second tremors, which often accompany the heat of battle) could be 

concomitantly far above themselves (‘I fight for Spain’) and as near as their slain friend (‘I fight 

for him’).  

Just as soldiers fought to fight, they also fought to survive. Simple as it may sound, the 

most universal motive in war is (and was for the Regulares) to taste what the Spanish called the 

“alegría del superviviente, the joy of the survivor.”138 To survive in war—whether vanquished or 

victorious—is to win war’s game. A Spanish officer described the phenomenon this way: 

There is something very exhilarating in those moments when you have counted your life 
as lost and never expect to see the sun set. It is the reaction after the fight rather than the 
fight which is the real reward of the soldier. If for hour after hour you have seen men fall 
at your side and yet emerge against all hope unscathed, you experience an ecstatic 
exultation.139  

 For Regulares who remembered being “accompanied” by death “at every moment,” the 

basic desire to exit the day unscathed—and perhaps return to Morocco was feverous.140 While 

the allure of pay and benefits may have been enough to sustain service on patrol in the Rif 

Mountains, it could not alone secure the Regulares’ unfading subservience to the death-strewn 

140 Los Perdedores, 15:05. 
139 Lunn, Spanish Rehearsal, 40. 
138 Lunn, Spanish Rehearsal, 40. 

137 Drawing on surveys from the Vietnam War (among other conflicts), scholars have noted that “witnessing the 
death, incapacitating injuries or tortured corpse of a close comrade could generate intense negative feelings towards 
the enemy that could quickly be articulated as anger, rage and a call for revenge.” See Malešević, “Is It Easy to Kill 
in War?” 

136 For the full story, see Priscilla Scott-Ellis, The Chances of Death: A Diary of the Spanish Civil War, edited by 
Raymond Carr, (Michael Russell, 1995), 94-95. One Regular also described his Spanish lieutenant colonel “as a 
‘saint.’” See Balfour, Deadly Embrace, 307. Tuma addresses these relationships in greater detail. See Tuma, “Guns, 
Culture and Moors,” 79.  
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battlefield. Humans, like Regulares, are not so unchanging, unthinking, or one-dimensional. 

Some amalgam, then, of gain, fear, and glory—each buoying the other when the soldier doubted 

his presence or mode—better explains Regulares’ battlefield decision-making and trench-talk. 

Theirs was a desperate struggle to rest this side of their tombstones and, for many, guarantee the 

same for those they loved. That might be the greatest glory. 

Remarkably Unremarkable Employment 

 In a way, Moroccan service in the Regulares was somewhat unremarkable. Willing 

recruits traced the footsteps of their forebears who had traveled to Algeria for seasonal labor.  

They traveled to distant locales and earned wages. Remittance networks carried wages and 

additional gains back home to waiting families. Or, as one economist situated the underlying 

dynamic: “People [endowed with scarce resources] have had to adjust and adapt to limitations of 

what is available to satisfy unlimited desires.”141 Active war raised the stakes of what might have 

otherwise been a rather normative exercise. Those who became Regulares—by choice or 

conscription—were far from analogous to grape harvesters on Algeria’s Oran Plain. Embroiled 

in a war of another’s creation, they risked their lives for gain and hoped for survival. There, 

Moroccan soldiers faced an implicit questionnaire, petitioned in every armed exchange: would 

they fight, flee, posture, or surrender? A desire for continued gain, to insulate themselves from 

felt fears, and experienced glory helped buoy Regulares’ decisions to fight. The stakes were high 

if they fought or if not. The gains rendered by their wages, pensions for their families, and 

battlefield loot were likely compelling motivations, particularly for land-poor and landless 

Riffian soldiers. Even so, fear could also be a propellant. As many Regulares understood it, 

Republicans ‘stood for’ much of what they opposed; a powerful dias of trusted sources told had 

141 Armen A. Alchian and William R. Allen, Universal Economics, ed. Jerry L. Jordan (Liberty Fund, 2018), 3. 
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declared the Republic anathema—and incentivized their compliance through an iron grip on 

social and economic latitude at home. If gain or fear were not persuasive enough, belonging and 

remaining might have been. Some Regulares fought for something, someone, or simply to live 

another day. Most elected to continue fighting in order to improve their families’ livelihoods—or 

protect their families’ subsistence from the harm sure to come if they stopped fighting. Put 

differently, they fought on because they had much to gain and everything to lose.  
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Conclusion 

Mercenaries and auxiliaries are . . . dangerous; and if one holds his state based on these arms, he 
will stand neither firm nor safe.  
 

—Nicolo Machiavelli, “The Prince” 
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She was uncouth, uncultured, but also exotic. Disdained by some and infantilized by 

others, she was largely oblivious to the grand narrative which swirled around her. Her language 

was broken. Described as “tough looking,” her exclamations threatened violence.1 Granted the 

impersonal moniker “Moorish Tart,” she was Ernest Hemingway’s only Moroccan character in 

The Fifth Column.2 She got just one scene in the full-script play, quickly ushered to the dark 

recesses of memory which welcome forgotten supporting casts. By both playwright and cast, the 

shadowy Moroccan prostitute was “used, but not loved.”3 She is also a perfect analogue for 

history’s improper treatment of the Moroccan Regulares. These troops, whose warfighting 

determined the balance of the Spanish Civil War, have long been reduced to one-dimensional 

characters in a mostly Spanish story. Framed as poor, gruff, and ignorant—Regulares have been 

either vilified or victimized. They were foreign mercenaries in exoticized Spanish uniforms. 

What mattered most was that they fought other men’s war against their druthers, thinking little, 

and bleeding for their oppressors. They were not their own men. They were “Franco’s Moors.”4 

 “Have you heard . . . ?” a real Moroccan prostitute exclaimed, “WE have taken 

Malaga!”5 The listener noted the following lines: “And by WE she did not mean Franco and his 

Spaniards, but the MOORS . . . She meant her cousins and brothers from Tetuan.”6 She 

understood what many scholars have neglected: Moroccan Regulares were far from passive 

collateral in the Spanish Civil War.  

To stumble upon Moroccan soldiers fighting under Franco for the Nationalist Front has 

been to greet the type of dialectic adored by academia. Most, save the chronically uncurious, 

6 Delmer, Trail Sinister, 318. Original capitalization.  
5 Sefton Delmer, Trail Sinister: An Autobiography, Volume One (Secker and Warburg, 1961), 318. 
4 So many options here. 
3 Frank L. Kluckhohn, “With the Moors on the March in Spain,” The New York Times, November 22, 1936, 1. 
2 Hemingway, The Fifth Column, 6. 
1 Ernest Hemingway, The Fifth Column (Scribner, 1938), 6. 
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have craved rejoining information: who, how, why? ‘Modern’ assumptions of various stripes 

lend themselves. Some readers have grasped for Foucault; they smelled a disproportionate power 

dynamic. Others have leafed through a sort of a Moroccanized edition of How to Win Friends 

and Influence People; for them, it seemed a masterclass in persuasion. Easy to miss as it may be, 

both reflexes have hinged on external actors. ‘Who exerts unfair power?’ ‘Whose persuasion was 

successful?’ To answer either question has inevitably terminated in Spanish—not 

Moroccan—subjects. So it has been that scholars have studied and unveiled new iterations of  

‘Franco’s Moors.’  

Moroccans, however, constituted a broader ‘we,’ without relying on Franco for 

definition. In fact, to an extent, the relationship was actually converse: Franco and the 

Nationalists relied on the Regulares for cultural redefinition, protection, and warfighting during 

the Spanish Civil War. Not quite what they had been at the start of their enlistment, but not 

altogether different, the Regulares preserved an identity not altogether different from their own. 

Far from prompting the erasure of their Moroccanness, Moroccan recruits imbued the Spanish 

Army’s force of Regulares with their own marks. To be a Regular meant something particular, 

and they had a role in its creation. In search of salvation and adventure, the Nationalists indebted 

themselves to a Moroccan force without Spanish equal. To be a Regular also meant to be a 

modern fighter; they vindicated their quality on the battlefield, employing modern tactics and 

expertise, while putting Spaniards—Republican and Nationalist to shame. Last, to be a Regular 

was to be a mercenary. They fought for their families, sent money home, and endeavored to 

survive. They had everything to lose, but perhaps that was behind their quality. 

Less than twenty years later, Franco released his grip on Spanish Morocco. France had 

just ceded French Morocco to independence, Spain had been plagued by a flagging economy, 
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and generalized Moroccan unrest and resistance movements had spread across the French and 

Spanish zones. The Regulares—once the great protectors of Spanish Morocco—were notably 

absent, reduced to special operations capacities and exercises on Spain’s North Moroccan 

exclaves. While it cannot be said for certain, it is possible that Morocco’s independence was 

gained at the price of Franco’s ascendance to the throne of Spain. After all, the price of his 

victory was Moroccan mastery of the Regulares. 
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Epilogue 
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I crossed into Melilla with an archival appointment and a plan: sit outside the mosque 

(the communal loci of the Muslim quarter of the city) during the call to prayer, in hopes that 

someone would talk to me about the Regulares. The adhan came and went; no one knew 

anything about the troops. The same had happened in Bni Hadifa (a Rif mountain village, where 

Regulares had undoubtedly lived); there, no one knew of the troops and when someone was 

recollected who might—well, they had moved away. Melilla, though, would be different. It had 

hosted much of the corps’ history, after all. Instead, dejected and sunbaked, I swigged my 

peremptory mint tea and began to head to Melilla’s border with Morocco. Along the way, I 

ducked into a market. Two elderly men were chatting at the mouth of the hall. I waited for an 

opportune moment and asked them if they knew anything about the Regulares. Indeed, they did. 

They were both sons of Regulares—but they had to go. Their afternoon break was ending and 

more important things called. Again, no one could or would talk with me about the troops that 

had once garrisoned just half a mile from where I stood. 

Suddenly, a young clerk, I-Phone in hand, rushed over. He showed me Los Perdedores, a 

film by Driss Deibeck (shot in Ceuta and Melilla), which captured the stories of several 

Regulares. I gently explained that I had seen the film many times, but thanked him for his help. 

As I turned to go, he proffered an idea. Many Regulares’ families had moved, but many used to 

live in a neighborhood just a mile away at the periphery of the Spanish exclave. He pointed out 

the route and we parted ways. Derived from a colonial history, the streets changed from royal 

titles to cities from South America and Spanish Morocco (including “Larache” and “Tetuán”). It 

seemed like a ghost town—every house was boarded up. I stopped in a convenience store. The 

clerk smiled at my aim to interview the families of Regulares. He didn’t say it, but his face said 

“buena suerte (good luck).” It would be hard to find them, he cautioned. 
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I planned to pace a few more streets before heading to the border. Thankfully, another 

convenience store caught my eye. The attendant was gruff, but warm. He was a son of Regular. 

He invited me to his car, which was conveniently parked in front of the store. We must have sat 

there an hour as he told me his life story—more about his travails in the European Union across 

the Mediterranean than his father’s across the Strait of Gibraltar. Still, his memories were 

precious and important. As I left, he pointed out a string of homes, whose doors I should knock 

on. More descendants lived there, he told me. I knocked on the first door. My pre-practiced pitch: 

“Hello, I am a researcher from the United States, conducting a research project on the Regulares. 

I am looking to interview descendants of the veterans of the Regulares.” Bam, went the door. A 

younger looking gentleman slammed the door in my face. Apparently, his family was not 

interested. I moved on. Some doors opened. Some rang hollow. I was told to come back when 

those who could answer me might be around—and, I was even personally escorted to the home 

of the one American family living in that neighborhood in Melilla. Several passersby thought I 

might have been looking for them—not the Regulares. Who the Regulares were did not concern 

them. Oh, those Spanish soldiers, some would finally understand.  

I knocked on over twenty doors. As the sun lowered in the sky, I finally saw success. Two 

more interviews yielded immense gains. One family told me they had an autobiography from 

their father (only recently passed away) about his experience of the war. They also did not know 

where it was; even if they did, they never wanted its contents published. His story was his own. 

The world did not need to know. So it was, dark splotches become light, only to become 

shadowed again. One current Regular told me that his grandfather had served in the force. He 

offered to connect us as if he were still living. No, sorry, he explained. He had meant to offer to 

send pictures, but there was little more he could tell me. The keepers of the Regulares’ stories, I 
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discovered, were hard to find—and sometimes even harder to get to talk. When they did, 

however, I sat with my pen ready and eyes wide. Their stories matter most here. 
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