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Abstract

One of the facets of the Spanish Civil War’s sportive dimensions which has received
relatively ample attention by scholars is the attitude of FIFA in the battle between de
republican and the Francoists football federations for international recognition. The
dominant interpretation of the facts is that the Francoists had already won this battle in
late November 1937, when FIFA allegedly recognized it, and that this was somehow
due to FIFA’s elite conservatism or even Nazi-fascist leanings. We contend that this
was not the case. On the basis of a broad examination of Spanish, French and Belgian
newspapers of the time, and a thorough search of FIFA archives in Zurich, we conclude
that, although ambiguously, a FIFA dominated by a liberal elite remained true to its ‘no
politics’ principle, avoiding to take sides, and actually suspending both sides until the

end of the war, although tolerating unofficial international activity of both.
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Introduction

A considerable body of research regarding the development of sport during the Spanish
Civil War has expanded in the first two decades of the Twenty-first century, in contrast
with the paucity of previous references. One of the most reviewed topics is the
international dimension of Spanish football during the war, and in particular the attitude
of FIFA in the battle between the republican and the Francoist football federations for
the monopoly on Spanish football’s international representation. The reviewed literature
almost unanimously contends that the latter won this battle when FIFA recognized the
Francoists as early as November 1937. This would be the result, according to several
academic sources, of some sort of FIFA’s foul play derived from an alleged

conservative bias of, or even Nazi-fascist grip on the entity.

On closer examination, though, there is room for ample nuancing concerning both
claims. Our aim in this article is to review them under the light of an extended
examination of the available sources, mostly the archival ones. Most research on the
matter has so far relied on a partial review of press sources and the FIFA archives, as its
main direct source of evidence has been a dossier compiled by the international
federation’s archival services years ago which included a selection of documents
generated up to the crucial November 6-7, 1937, FIFA executive commitee meeting.
The post-November documentation had remained mostly unexplored. Our research has
combined a thorough search in several online press archives,! including a day-by-day

examination of EI Mundo Deportivo, for the period July 1936-December 1939, with on



site consultation of the whole 1936-1939 relevant documentation kept in the FIFA
archives at Zurich.?

The present article aims at throwing new light on the foreign dimension of sport during
the Spanish Civil War, as well as on FIFA’s coping with international tensions and
conflicts in the pre-WWII period, thanks to a broader and deeper revision of the sources

(both journalistic and archival).

Literature review

Concerning the fight for international sporting recognition during the Civil War,
Dominguez and Pujadas contend that ‘the Francoist diplomacy achieved the best
results’,® while Viuda-Serrano and Ibarrondo-Merino claim that ‘the rebels were
victorious in [the sporting] (...) war’.* FIFA’s official history explains that the
international body ‘recognized for the first time two Spanish federations’ in 1937.°
Rieck makes a very similar claim: that FIFA ‘decided to recognize both football
associations in Spain’, which meant ‘a huge defeat’ for the republicans and ‘not a total,

but a huge success’ for the Francoists, as it ‘offered both sides the same condition’:®

With the permission of FIFA, the rebel team was now allowed to play
international games (...) From then on, the Francoist association was a member of
an internationally-respected organization (...) and thus could present an image of

absolute order and normality to the world.”

The examined amateur Spanish football historiography unanimously shares a similar
perspective. Martinez Calatrava contends that “all chances played in favour of the new

[Francoist] federation’s recognition’, which, he states, was eventually agreed by FIFA



in November 1937. José del Olmo and Juan Luis Franco make the same claim.®
Martialay states that ‘the victory of the San Sebastian Spanish federation over the
Madrid one (...) [was] total and overwhelming’. Fernandez Santander goes as far as to
claim that FIFA recognized ‘the Nationalist Spain as the only entity representing
Spanish football’, thus endorsing the propaganda circulated by the Francoists after the

November 1937 decision.®

When dealing with the reasons for this outcome, the reviewed literature points at a more
skilfull and determined Francoist sports diplomacy,® coupled with an alleged
conservative bias of, or even Nazi-fascist grip on the international football governing
body, which ensured its sympathy towards the rebel side and facilitated the latter’s
plans. For instance, Rieck considers that the Francoist federation’s recognition was ‘a
very political decision and enforced by fascists movements’.!! Castro Montes contends
that ‘the very conservative international bodies such as the FIFA and the I0C were not
averse to the Franco regime (...) the political sympathies of both organizations were

clearly with the conservative side’.*?

This interpretation can be traced back to the reactions to the November 1937 decision
published in both the Francoist and the republican newspapers. A much circulated claim
in the loyalist press and political circles concerning the matter is that FIFA’s executive
committee was a bourgeois, conservative and even fascistoid body dominated by
representatives of the Nazi-fascist regimes which were supporting the Spanish rebel
side.r® This was for instance bluntly expressed in a letter sent by the president of the
Basque regional government, José Antonio Aguirre, to fellow Basque nationalist

Manuel de Irujo, a minister in the Spanish Republican government, concerning the June



1937 FIFA ban of international matches with Spanish teams which turned ‘illegal’ the

team sent abroad by the Basque government (see below):

The issue of the football team seems to have gotten entangled these days because
the international federation, which is in the hands of fascists, wants to prohibit the
Basque team to play on grounds of it having done it previously in Russia. The

fascist fauna’s venom has even reached sport.**

The reverse equivalent of these complains can be found in the praises to Rimet’s alleged
sympathy for the rebel side published in the Francoist press. Thus, for instance, La Voz
de Espafia’s reference to Rimet as ‘a great admirer of decent Spain’*® or El Ideall
Gallego’s allusion to the latter attitude towards the rebel federation as ‘the true
representation of the legendary French gentlemanship’ to which ‘the good Spaniards’

must grant their ‘admiration and profound gratitude’.

Nazi-fascist FIFA?

The contention that the Francoists won the international football diplomatic battle when
FIFA ‘recognized’ the Francoist federation in November 1937 will be discussed below.
Let’s first examine the claim concerning the alleged Nazi-fascist grip on the

international federation’s governing body.

The FIFA executive committee which dealt with the Spanish affair in 1937 included
Jules Rimet (France, President), Giovanni Mauro (Italy, Vice-president), Rodolphe
Seeldrayers (Belgium, Vice-president), Joseph ‘Peco’ Bauwens (Germany), Maurice

Fischer (Hungary), Anton Johanson (Sweden), Karel Lotsy (The Netherlands), Rudolf



Pelikan (Czechoslovakia), Luis F. Dupuy (Uruguay), and the General Secretary, Ivo
Schricker (Germany). Of these ten members, only two could be deemed to be acting on
behalf of national federations dominated by Nazi-fascist regimes: Mauro and Bauwens,
and even these have been considered by the authoritative opinion of sports historians
Vonnard and Quin ‘sporting actors of liberal adscription who act[ed] on behalf of
authoritarian or totalitarian regimes and agents working since the 1910s (...) for the

development of international football’.'’

Mauro’s career is particularly ambivalent, as despite having served as vice-president of
the Fascist Italian federation (FIGC) and head of the 1934 World Cup organizing
committee, in 1943 he was appointed by the Badoglio government as ‘reggente’
(director, ruler) of the post-fascist federation; in 1946 he became the latter’s
‘Commissario straordinario per I’Alta Italia’,'® and kept his chair in the FIFA’s

executive committee until his retirement in 195219

Other than Mauro, the three most influential members of the board in the late thirties
and early forties were Rimet, Seeldrayers and Schricker, none of whom could be
labelled as an extremist, an ultra-conservative or being in the service of Nazi-fascist
regimes.?’ On the contrary, according to Vonnard and Quin, they were diplomatic
figures central in ‘defusing conflict’ and resisting the Nazi-fascist attempts at

controlling de organization in the late thirties and during WWI1.%

Rimet, a central figure in the governance of world football during the 30-plus stormy
years spanning from 1920 to the early 1950s, has been unanimously considered a

liberal, moderate, social-Christian, universalist and diplomatic figure. He was removed



from the chairmanship of the French football federation by the Vichy regime and joined
the résistance at the end of World War 11.22 Tomlinson considers Seeldrayers “as very
much a figure in the Rimet mould’.?® Concerning Schricker, although he was born in
Strasbourg (part of Germany at that time), he was a Swiss resident, and several authors
have underlined his left-wing liberalism, cosmopolitanism, diplomaticism and anti-

Nazism.2*

Concerning FIFA as a whole during those years, Carpentier considers it a ‘progressive
federation” as opposed to the conservative and elitist International Olympic
Committee.> According to Eisenberg, one of the basic principles of FIFA, ‘no politics’,
or neutrality in the international arena, was a necessary evil which allowed the entity to
be ‘successful in organizing international sporting activities or achieving global
representation’.?® Concerning the specific case of the Spanish Civil War, FIFA
confronted these years important international issues, like the British (including the
Irish issue) and Soviet dossiers and the pressures coming from Nazi Germany, wich
were also linked with the financial problems of the entity. In this stormy context,
political ‘neutrality’ was a convenient strategy to try and stay out of trouble as much as

possible.

There is therefore little trace, if any, in the reviewed literature of a FIFA controlled by
Nazi-fascists. What we find, instead, is the depiction of a body ruled by a liberal,
cosmopolitan elite, who strove to navigate through highly turbulent waters in
international relations, and succeeded in keeping the entity relatively independent from
attempts by the Nazi-fascist powers at taking control over it, despite making some

concessions to the latter, like awarding the 1934 World Cup to Fascist Italy.



The Republican FEF: from revolutionary seizure to contestation by the Francoists
Spanish football was no minor player in the international arena at the height of the late
thirties. Representatives of the country had attended the 1904 FIFA’s foundational
conference in Paris.?” A Spanish team reached the final match of the Antwerp Olympic
tournament in 1920, while the Spanish federation (FEF) offered to host the first World
Cup in 1930.28 In 1934 the FIFA congress followed Jules Rimet’s advice and elected
FEF’s president, Leopoldo Garcia Duran, as a permanent member of the elitist
international federation’s executive committee, a political decision aimed at recognizing
the international prominence of Spanish-speaking (mainly Latin American) football in
the twenties and the thirties.?® Shortly before the outbreak of the Civil War, Garcia
Duréan and FEF’s general secretary, Ricardo Cabot, were expected to attend the FIFA
congress to be held in Berlin during the Olympics, and correspondence was exchanged

with FIFA’s general secretary, Ivo Schricker, in this regard.*

One can therefore guess the alarm and concern that the outbreak of the Civil War
triggered among FIFA’s executive committee members, aggravated by the news about
the seizure of the FEF by a Frente Popular committee in early august 1936. This was
followed by an informational blackout concerning both the federation’s institutional
activity and the personal fates of, among other members of FEF’s pre-war executive
committee, Cabot and conservative Garcia Duran, a potential target of the political
violence unleashed in the country during the early months of the war. Cabot resumed
correspondence with Schricker six months after the outbreak of the war, but FIFA

remained without direct news from Garcia Duran until mid-1938.3! This filled the



executive committee’s members with worry, as shown in several letters from Schricker

to Cabot where the former insists in asking about Garcia Duran’s fate.

News from other FEF members, if they ever reached Zurich or Paris, would have added
to the impression caused by the federation’s seizure and the ‘vanishing’ of Garcia
Durén. FEF’s executive committee member Eusebio Oliver Pascual volunteered to the
Francoist army as a medical officer during the rest of the war,* while the person
appointed by the federation as its representative in Paris, Joan Baptista Roca i Caball,
was himself an exile who had fled Barcelona in December 1936 escaping from far-left
political persecution.* Other national sports organizations suffered an even worst
disruption. Spanish CIO members, baron of Giell and count of Vallellano, and Spanish
Olympic Committee (SOC) members José Mesalles Estivill and Narciso Masferrer fled
to the Francoist territory escaping political persecution, while August Pi i Sunyer, the
liberal-progressive president of SOC, had to spent several months in France in 1937
also due to threats to his life coming from anarchist extremists.®> Far more unfortunate
was Gonzalo Aguirre, vice-president of Madrid FC and president of the Spanish
Basketball Federation, who was arrested and shot by left-wing extremists in August

1936.%

Direct news on the seizure of FEF on August 6, 1936, reached the FIFA headquarters
shortly after in the form of a letter from the new FEF president, José Maria Mengual, to

Ivo Schricker, where the former informed that



As a consequence of the present circumstances in Spain and in agreement with the
persons who integrated the executive committee of the Spanish Football

Federation, a new committee has been set up.®’

‘None of the members of this new committee was a member of the Spanish Federation’s
old committee’, wrote Schricker in a memorandum sent to FIFA executive committee’s
members concerning the events in Spain.® In fact, these men were totally unknown in
the FIFA headquarters, and almost totally alien to Spanish football elite circles. The
seizure had happened in the name of the leftist political coalition which had won the
February 1936 general election, the Frente Popular, and the Federacion Cultural
Deportiva Obrera (Spanish communist-inspired workers sport organization)®°, whose
president at that time, Juan José Vallejo, became one of the new vice-presidents of the
FEF.%° This meant that the most important ‘bourgeois’ sports federation in Spain had

come to the hands of an organization explicitly opposed to ‘bourgeois sport’.

During the following months, the FEF stopped all sporting institutional activity and
devoted all its energies and resources to the propaganda and war efforts. In late August
1936 the loyalist press informed about the setting up of a militia organized and funded
by the federation, named Batallon José Sufiol after the president of FC Barcelona and
republican politician who was shot by the rebels in the early days of the war (later to be
known as Batallon Deportivo). ** The members of this militia worn in their uniforms the
badge of the FEF ‘so proudly sported by the international players [of the national
team]’.*2 In September 1936, the FEF donated 34.229,65 pesetas to a Spanish
republican government’s special fundraiser aimed at financing the war effort.*® Later

this month, the new board decided to ‘cancel the season’s activity for all kind of official
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competitions organized by this federation’ at a national level, a situation which lasted
for the rest of the war.** Shortly after, FEF’s general secretary, Ricardo Cabot,
acknowledged to a journalist: ‘the National federation does not operate at present’,*®
and later complained to Schricker about the ‘series of hesitations by the [new] Spanish

federation’s committee’ which had left him “inactive for several months’.

This paralysis of all football-related activity lasted until mid-January 1937, when Cabot
was summoned to Madrid by the new FEF authorities to discuss the future of the
entity.*” As a result of this meeting, Mengual sent Schricker a letter informing about the
FEF decision to ‘create a delegation (...) in Barcelona during the present circumstances
that affect our country and regarding international relations (...) directed by our general

secretary Mr. Cabot’*®, This is the last letter from Mengual kept in the FIFA archives.

Cabot wrote Schricker to confirm this appointment and the inscription of a Spanish
team in the 1938 World Cup.*® From that moment on, the FEF executive committee
(minus Cabot) disappears both in the press of the time and in the FIFA archives. In fact,
its two most prominent members, president Mengual and vice-president Vallejo, had
enrolled in the Republican army in late 1936 and spend the whole war fighting in the
fronts. We found no evidence of their continued involvement with the federation’s
affairs.>® The loyalist FEF became embodied for the rest of the war in a single man:
Ricardo Cabot. A further symptom of the republican FEF’s paralysis is the fact that it

failed to pay to FIFA the 1937 and 1938 yearly membership fee.>*

The FIFA did of course notice these evident facts pointing at the highly uncertain and

abnormal situation of the Spanish federation, as reflected in its 1937 Handbook, were in
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the section including the data of the affiliated national associations one can read: ‘Due
to lack of exact information about the present situation in Spain only the data
concerning championship and international matches as published in our Handbook 1935
are reproduced hereunder’.> This note was included despite the fact that Schricker had
wrote to Cabot asking for particulars about the situation of the FEF, that Cabot had
attended the meeting of FIFA’s executive committee held in Paris in March 14, 1937,
and that the Spaniard kept insisting in his correspondence that ‘the sporting situation of
our federation is fully normal taking into account the circumstances’.> This indicates
that FIFA deemed Cabot’s reports insufficient, >* as expressed in the minutes of the
March 1937 meeting of the executive committee, where Spain’s registration for the
1938 World Cup was discussed. In view of the existing uncertainties an ambiguous
decision was taken at that meeting: that ‘the executive committee (...) [will] examine at
a later stage’ its definitive status, which amounted to a suspension of the Spanish rights

regarding the World Cup.>®

In this context, the loyalist press published in early March the first news about a Basque
team being set up to play a series of games abroad aimed at raising funds for the Basque
refugees, and awareness for the Basque cause.>® *Almost a Spanish national team’,
optimistically wrote EI Mundo Deportivo in early April 1937.%" Indeed, the recently
created Basque autonomous government promoted the setting up of an ‘Equipo
Euzkadi’, a selection of players most of them belonging to Athletic de Bilbao.%®
Although the FEF had had nothing to do with the initiative, Cabot cleared it and even
put a word for it with president Rimet, ‘hoping that [the latter] (...) will grant it a good

reception and all the available facilities’.>®
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The Basque team arrived in Paris on April 25, and soon became entangled in
controversies derived from its intrinsically political mission: for instance, in mid May
1937 the Dutch Football Federation denied its permission for the Basque team to play
against Dutch sides, which prompted direct démarches of the Basque government with
FIFA.5! During the June 1937 meeting of the FIFA executive committee in Paris, Dutch
representative, Karel Lotsy, raised the issue of the Basque team, which was playing
abroad ‘with political propaganda purposes’. He justified the Dutch ban on grounds
that, according to his interpretation, ‘the executive committee did not recognize the
Spanish federation in its (...) [March] meeting’.6? These arguments, possibly coupled
with the alarming antecedents discussed above and the news circulating about the
Basque team being bound for an illegal (according to FIFA’s regulations) Russian tour,
which indeed would start in mid-June, prompted the executive committee to issue an

international blanket ban on Spanish teams:

The committee, in view of the lack of precise information on Spanish football and
its federation, decides that, until further notice, matches with teams from Spain

cannot be authorized.5?

The French and Belgian press immediately echoed this decision,®* which apparently
went unnoticed in Spain until almost three months later, despite Schricker having
communicated it to Cabot in a letter dated the fourth of July.%® The latter acknowledged
receipt only in mid-August, in a letter where he announced the postponement of any
official reaction to the ban and informed about him travelling to Valencia, where the
Spanish republican government was provisionally based, presumably to get instructions

concerning the issue.®® One can safely guess that Cabot’s trip to Valencia prompted a
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letter the president of the republican Consejo Nacional de Educacion Fisica y Deporte,
Alvaro Menéndez, sent to ‘FIFA’, informing about the recent creation of the Consejo
and naively asking for details ‘about international competitions taking place soon, about
regulations (...) as well as letting us know about the current situation of the Spanish

Football Federation vis-a-vis the International Federation’.%’

Meanwhile, the Francoists had decided to make an ambitious move in the until then
neglected sports domain. Rieck posits that ‘the international success of the Euzkadi
team was obviously considered a problem for the Francoist propaganda’,®® and this
prompted the decision to set up their own football federation to counter the republican
sporting-diplomatic initiatives. The fact is that, shortly before the start of the Basque
tour, all the clubs and regional federations sitting in the territories controlled by the
rebels were summoned to a general assembly aimed at constituting a Francoist football
federation which would substitute the republican one.%® According to the rebel press, the
new federation was the result of a personal decision by Franco.’® The Francoist
newspapers also leaked one of the main objectives of the initiative: ‘The celebration of
two football matches in Lisbon and Sevilla between the Portuguese and the Spanish
national teams’, which was in direct contradiction with the June 1937 FIFA ban.”* The
foundational meeting took place in San Sebastian on June 12, 1937, where an executive
committee was elected, chaired by Julidn Troncoso, an officer in the Francoist army and

head of the Basque-French borders supervision.’

Direct news about the foundation of the Francoist federation arrived in Zurich only in
mid-August, in the form of a letter from Troncoso to Rimet: ‘We are honoured to

inform you that, following article 18 of our Regulations, our federation’s assembly met
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in our village [San Sebastian]’. ”® The letter included the composition of the new board
members. Schricker commented to its FIFA executive committee fellow members that
‘none of the sirs mentioned in this letter used to be a member of the old Federation’s
executive committee’.”* The political nature of the new federation’s board was as

obvious as the republican’s.

The summer break also seemed to affect the republicans, as Cabot only reacted to the
June ban in early September through a protestation letter where he deemed the ban ‘not
statutory enough’ and discharged the republican FEF from any responsibility in the
Soviet tour of the Basque team.” The head of the latter, Ricardo de Irezabal, also sent a
letter to Schricker begging for the ban to be lifted in view of the matches the Basque

team had contracted in Mexico for the Fall 1937.7

Also much belatedly, in September the Spanish press of both sides eventually reported
about the June ban, and did it in bitter terms. The republican newspapers denounced this
‘degrading decision for the Spanish federation’’’ being the result of “fascist
manoeuvres’, and the risk of FIFA’s being seized by ‘non-interventionist diplomacy’.’
The Francoist press, more cautious (or more censored), complained about “politics (...)
[getting] mingled with sporting issues and (...) seizing such lofty entities as the FIFA’.”
At the same time, though, both sides expressed satisfaction at the fact that the FIFA’s

ban thwarted its opponent’s international plans.®

At this point, Rimet’s public reaction to the Spanish events was highly diplomatic and
circumspect. In an interview published by a leftist French newspaper in early September

1937 he expressed discomfort at ‘some of the decisions’ of the republicans, like the
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Basque tour in the URSS®! and the Spanish team sent to the Antwerp Workers” Games
that summer. In view of this they had ‘decided to wait and see until the end of the
events that are devastating the Peninsula (...) For us, the FEF keeps existing and there
are no reasons to stop (...) [our] rapport” with it. This relationship was kept alive
through Cabot, ‘whose signature is the best guarantee for us’.8? Rimet denied having
received any official request from the Francoist federation and only acknowledged that
the latter had sent him a letter informing about its creation. Asked about the stance of
FIFA regarding a hypothetical membership petition by the new federation, Rimet was
blunt: ‘We will not grant membership, it cannot even be a matter of discussion by the
committee. FIFA only recognizes one ruling federation per country’.8% Concerning the
possibility of a Francoist team playing international matches with the Italian or German
national teams, he was also emphatic: ‘No, that’s impossible (...) One cannot be a slave
of his ideas, whatever they are, when dealing with sport administration’.84 A few days

later Rimet insisted in his stance in a Belgian sports newspaper:

We have decided, since several months already, the sporting neutrality of Spain.
FIFA has chosen to not permitting international matches between any of the two
Spanish teams and those from other countries. We are waiting to get information

about the current sporting situation in Spain in order to act and lift our ban.%

What stands out of these statements, which are fully attuned with the June 1937 ban, is
the FIFA’s desire to wait and see, trying to prevent all Spanish international football
activity until the end of the war. This decision, as seen above, met with strong criticism
and opposition from both the Francoist and republican federations, as well as the

representatives of the Basque team (which set sail to Mexico the 21st of October 1937)
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and the regional government supporting it, all of which put pressure on the FIFA for the

ban to be lifted. The stage was set for the crucial November 1937 decision.

November 1937: apparent recognition, effective suspension

The FIFA executive committee met in Paris on November 6 and 7, with the Spanish
affair as one of the star points in the agenda. Schricker invited representatives of both
Spanish federations to plea their case:® Cabot and FEF’s representative in Paris, Joan
Baptista Roca i Caball,®’ attended in the name of the republicans, while Genaro de la
Riva and Luciano Urquijo heralded the Francoists. Both sides had sent beforehand, at
Schricker’s request, lenghthy reports stressing their legitimacy and attacking the rival’s,
which Schricker distributed among FIFA executive committee’s members.® During his
hearing, Cabot denied any plans to set up a republican national team; in fact, he had
clearly refused such a possibility in his report, where he stated that ‘as long as Spain
remains divided, no national competitions nor national team can exist’.8® De la Riva and
Urquijo expressed just the opposite: the new federation’s goal to play international
matches, and received the reproach by Rimet concerning its plans for a Spain-Portugal
match for which no permission had as yet been sought from FIFA. Afther the hearings,

Rimet summarized the situation and its take on the affair:

A cooperation between the two groups is impossible (...) Spain’s internal situation
does not matter to us; concerning the external situation, facts need to be
recognized and permission needs to be granted for the two groups to play against

FIFA members.®°
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Giovanni Mauro supported the ban lift but proposed that matches played under the new
permission ‘shall never be considered international matches’.®! It is noteworthy that this
proposal, which was eventually accepted, came from the representative of the Fascist
Italian federation, whose national team was expected to play against the Francoist one.

Only Seeldrayers expressed opposition at lifting the ban, but to no avail. Eventually,

the executive committee, taking into account the current situation, which does not
allow for a single federation to effectively rule over football in the whole of the
Spanish territory, decides on a provisional basis that the affiliated associations and
their clubs will be able to play against clubs of both organisations ruling football
in Spain and also against their combined teams, although the latter matches shall

not be considered nor called international matches.%?

Not only the Francoist new federation had been invited to the FIFA executive
commitee’s meeting as an equal to the republican one; another outcome of this meeting
concerning Spain was that the executive commitee transferred authority over the Basque
team from the republican to the Francoist federation, on grounds that its players
belonged to teams now under the latter’s rule. Does this mean that the executive
commitee overturned Rimet’s earlier determination concerning the new entity? The
answer is, in our view, yes and not. That is, FIFA adopted an ambiguous decision which
cannot be considered a victory of the Francoists over the republicans, but rather a

disguised suspension of both sides.
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The FIFA’s decision was a recognition of the Francoist entity in the sense of
acknowledging its sheer existence and the evident fact that it now ruled over a majority
of Spanish clubs and regional federations. But this does not amount to membership or
affiliation, which according to FIFA’s statutes could only be granted by its congress,
and was never awarded to the Francoist entity as a separete second federation for Spain.
That is, the dual situation of Spanish football during the Civil War did not prompt a
solution like the ones later adopted for divided countries like the two Chinas, the two
Koreas, the two Vietnams and the two Germanies, where two separate federations were
granted full membership (in an international context quite different to the one of the late
thirties, indeed).®® What FIFA did was acknowledging that the representativeness of
Spanish football was split in two, and recognizing both sides as interlocutors. On the
other hand, the June ban was only lifted de facto, not de iure, in the sense that from then
onwards FIFA would tolerate international matches involving Spanish teams, but only
under the condition of considering them unofficial. This was the case of the two
matches played between the Portuguese national team and a Francoist combined one in
late 1937 and early 1938, none of which feature in the official records of neither the
FIFA, the Spanish nor the Portuguese federations.® Concerning the transfer of authority
over the Basque team from the republicans to the Francoists, it can be interpreted as a
move which furthered FIFA’s policy on Spain, since the Francoists were determined to
cancel the Basque team’s tour, which fitted very well the international federation’s

desire to curb any international activity by Spanish teams during the war.

The outcome of the November 1937 FIFA meeting was an ostensibly solomonic one, as
it satisfied both the republican/Basque and Francoist aspirations to be allowed to play

against foreign teams, but at the same time suspended Spain’s international activity at
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an official level until further notice. The Belgian representative, Rodolphe Seeldrayers,
expressed this very clearly to the press. Concerning the Francoist federation’s request

‘to be recognized by FIFA’,

we deemed impossible to oblige; however, we must, as much as we can, allow for
Spanish football to keep developing everywhere in the country. For the time
being, therefore, none of the two Spanish groups will be entitled to represent
Spain, and thus no match will be considered official. On the other hand, Spain’s
enrolment in the World Cup has been cancelled. Thus, for instance, San
Sebastan’s new Spanish federation has not been allowed to officialize the

Portugal-Spain match to be played soon in Vigo.%

Post-November 1937: the republicans fade away and FIFA disavows the Francoists
No letters from Cabot to Schricker subsequent to the November decision are kept in the
FIFA archives. The former left a handwritten note in Schricker’s Paris hotel just after
the November meeting with a notorious tone of farewell: ‘If, as | hope, the
circumstances allow me to stay in my post as secretary of the Spanish Federation, even
when it retrieves its integral unity, there will be future occasions where I can show you
my sicere gratitude’.®® The republican FEF, quite active until then thanks to Cabot, just

faded away—forever.

During the following months, Schricker only exchanged with the Francoist federation,
mostly concerning the issue of the Basque team. FIFA’s general secretary played in this

correspondence a diplomatic game for several months, acknowledging the Francoists
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full authority over the Basque team and at the same time interceding on behalf of the

Latin American federations interested in the continuation of the Basque team’s tour.

On December 16, 1937 Santiago de la Riva wrote to Schricker expressing concern at the
possibility that the Basque team would be extending its tour against the Francoists’
will." Schricker replied reassuring the San Sebastian federation: ‘I am totally in
agreement with your attitude of having categorically refused (...) permission to play’
other matches with the Basque team.*® Shortly after, though, Schricker tried to persuade
the Francoists to allow for an extension of the Basque Team’s American tour, and later
for its affiliation to the Mexican federation, although he eventually bowed to the

Francoists’ categorical refusals.*®

This stance of granting authority over the Basque team to the Francoist federation was
initially confirmed during the executive commitee’s meeting held in Paris on March 5-
6, 1938, where Luciano Urquijo was heard concerning the case. He informed the FIFA
members that ‘the Basque team’s players were suspended by the San Sebastian
federation for an unspecified period’, a suspension endorsed by the FIFA executive
committee.® This resulted in the Basque team getting stuck in Argentina, where they
had travelled from Cuba and arrived on February 25, 1938, but were ‘unable to play and
got a living out of charity matches, excommunicated by FIFA, resourceless and
countryless’.1%! This turned into a thorny affair for the international federation, which
became wedged between the pressure it was getting from several South-American
national federations for a continuation of the tour, and the uncompromising opposition

of the Francoists.
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Meanwhile, Schricker sent both Spanish federations an invitation to attend the June 3,
1938, FIFA congress to be held in Paris, but he stressed that these were invited as mere
‘observers’, a clear indication of the fact that FIFA considered Spanish football’s
international rights as suspended®?, We could find no trace of protestation over this

decision by none of the rival entities.

Definitive proof of this came in September 1938, when FIFA simply overturned the
Francoists’ suspension of the Basque players. The perfect excuse arrived thanks to a
letter sent by Luciano Urquijo to Rimet the 7th of July'%, where the former proposed
delegating to FIFA the task of communicating the denials of Spanish players’
international transfers (as dictated in San Sebastian) to the requesting national
associations, for the sake of bureaucratic efficiency.'® Thanks to a twisted
interpretation of this suggestion which purposely ignored the Basque players’
suspension, Schricker was able to drop this bomb in the headquarters of the San

Sebastian federation in mid-September 1938:

Concerning the letter you sent to Mr. Rimet on July 7, and on the basis of your
kind suggestion concerning the changes of national association by players
belonging to the Spanish federation, according to which, for the time being, the
registration of Spanish players would be conducted through the FIFA secretariat, |
take the liberty of informing you that the Comité d’Urgence has decided to lift the
sine die suspension pronounced upon the players of the Basque team who are at
present in America, on the condition that these players state, before four weeks,

their affiliation to a FIFA-member association [the Mexican one for the
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occurrence, which had requested permission to FIFA for this affiliation months

ago].1%

Schricker hurried to communicate this decision to the FIFA delegate in Central
America, the Mexican federation and the FIFA executive committee’s members, %
shortly before the backlash from San Sebastian arrived in the form of this angry
telegram: ‘Concerning decision cancelling suspension Basque team we strongly protest
decision disdaining our federation expect urgently getting complete references as your

wrong interpretation (...) cannot be accepted’.*%’

The general secretary resorted again to his diplomatic talents, sending shortly after two
separate letters the same day: an ‘official’, sober and circumspect one, to ‘Federacién
Espafiola, San Sebastian’, insisting in the FIFA’s skewed interpretation of the July letter
to Rimet; and another, labelled ‘personal’, to Luciano Urquijo, which contains the keys
to understand FIFA’s disavowal of the San Sebastian federation’s suspension of the

Basque players:

It would have been almost impossible in this particular case to sustain a perpetual
suspension only based in the Basque players’ refusal to return to their homeland
during the present circumstances (...) We are utterly sure that this measure (...)
will contribute to put an end to this situation and to dissipate the appearance that

this team is a particular victim of FIFA’s severity.1%8

After their initial hot reaction, the Francoist federation adopted a lower profile, as it

took them more than three months and a half to send a lengthy reply justifying its stance
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and asking for a reversion of the September 1938 decision.'® Schricker wrote back
informing that this would be a matter of discussion in the executive committe’s meeting
to be held later in the year.*'? In view of the state of hostilities in Spanish soil, both the
San Sebastian federation and FIFA were dragging their feet over the issue, as the
rapidly approaching victory of the rebels made irrelevant for the latter whatever
continued activity of the Equipo Euzkadi. On the other hand, with the Basques now
included as just another team in the Mexican league for the 1938-39 season, the political
nature of its international tour just faded away.'*! Its disbanding in August 1939 would

put an end of the issue.'?

The FIFA executive committee met in Paris on July 3, 1939, ten months after the
entity’s Comité d’Urgence had lifted the ban to the Basque team and once the Civil War
was over. The Francoist federation, by then the only existing one, had meanwhile
moved to Madrid, and its president, Julian Troncoso, declined the invitation to attend
due to agenda issues and asked for the discussion over the Basque team affair to be
postponed, which FIFA executive committee accepted.**® On July 24, the Francoist
federation renewed its executive committee, keeping Troncoso as president, and
informed Schricker about the changes.'!* The latter attentively replied that he had no
doubt that ‘the best relations will keep reigning between your honourable federation and
FIFA’.1*® Fluent correspondence followed between both sides, and in early October
1939 Schricker announced the full restoration of the Spanish rights and duties inside the
international football community, which implies that until then the FIFA had considered

these rights suspended:
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Taking into account that the Spanish Football Federation has officially resumed
its sporting activity inside FIFA’s national associations, of which all member
associations have been informed by this secretariat, | take the liberty of begging
you to settle at your convenience the yearly fee of 260 Swiss francs. Your
federation’s last fee was paid in and for the year 1936, but, needless to say, in
view of the exceptional situation of your country after the summer of 1936, the

1937 and 1938 fees have been waived.1®

Further proof of the Francoist federation’s ‘normalization’ inside FIFA is the inclusion,
in the Supplement to the Handbook 1937 published in January 1940, of the former’s
address in Madrid: ‘Calle San Agustin 3’. The friendly match a Spanish national team
played against Portugal on January 12, 1941, was considered official by FIFA, as were

the other seven matches Spain played during WWII.

Conclusion

Our interpretation of the facts examined above does not support the double contention,
broadly shared in the reviewed historiography, that the Francoist football federation set
up in June 1937 won to the republican one the battle for international recognition during
the Civil War, and that this happened thanks to some sort of connivence by a

conservative, even fascistoid FIFA governing body.

On the contrary, the international federation’s executive committee was dominated in
the late thirties and early forties by a liberal, cosmopolitan elite led by president Rimet
and general secretary Schricker, unyielding with Nazi-fascism, and above all zealous of

the organization’s political independence, which was ultimately preserved in the most
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averse of contexts thanks to a strategy based in a pragmatic stance of ‘political

neutrality’.

The decisions on Spanish football taken by FIFA during the Civil War amount to a
suspension of both sides in contention, rather than to a recognition of the Francoists to
the detriment of the republicans. As early as June 1937, FIFA had decided to suspend
all international activity by Spanish teams, prompted by the uncertainties surrounding
the republican federation after its seizure by representatives of the rival workers sports
movement (including serious concern about the personal fate of president Garcia
Duréan), as well as the unmistakable political nature of the Basque team’s international
tour started in May 1937, which included multiple matches against non-FIFA affiliated

Soviet teams.

By that time the Francoists had started a separate federation in San Sebastian aimed at
countering the republican international football diplomacy by trying to reel back the
Basque team and by playing matches with combined teams from allied countries.
Confronted with multiple pressures coming from the republican federation, the Basque
regional government, Latin American federations involved in the Basque team’s
American tour and the newborn Francoist federation, FIFA eventually adopted an
ambiguous decision in November 1937, whose implementation was facilitated by the
subsequent withdrawal from contention of the republicans: on the one hand, it de facto
lifted the international ban on Spanish teams and acknowledged the Francoists as
interlocutors (without affiliating the San Sebastian federation as a new FIFA member,
though); on the other, it kept a de iure ban on matches by Spanish combined teams,

which would not be considered official.
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Further confirming our interpretation that FIFA decisions amounted to a suspension of
Spanish football until the end of the war, the entity invited both Spanish federations to
its 1938 congress as mere observers; it waived 1937 and 1938 Spain’s yearly
membership fee, and, after initially granting authority to the Francoists over the Basque
team (presumably in order to further FIFA’s desire of curbing or cancelling the latter’s
controversial international tour), it disavowed the San Sebastian federation’s suspension

over the Basque players and set these free in September 1938.

Our interpretation of FIFA’s handling of the Spanish dossier during the Civil War is
therefore fully attuned with Vonnard and Quin’s contention that the international

federation decided

to not actually choosing sides and waited until the end of the internal conflict to
accept (...) the new [Francoist] Spanish federation (...) For a while, the
international federation even considered accepting both federations. Although
hesitations existed, what seems clear is the will of the FIFA’s executive

committee to not pick one side rather than the other.!’

Rimet’s and Schricker’s diplomatic talents allowed for the FIFA to skilfully dribble the

thorny Spanish dossier, before getting into much deeper waters after September 1939.
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