Letter from Ave Bruzzichesi

c/o Central Sanitaria Internacional

Paseo de Gracia 132, Barcelona

Jan/8/38

Dearest Tommy:
You should see me - or rather you shouldn’t - unimaginably dirty - 3 a.m., sitting in the at last deserted surgery, installed in an old house, formerly belonging to a Dr. This room was the dining room, for there are scenes from the country round painted on the walls, and someone has painted little tanks onto them and air-ships in the skies; some of them are spattered with blood

which is squirted onto `em from a pressure transfusion tube. There is a dumbwaiter down into the kitchen, but it has been nailed up. We got back to Barcelona from the front Dec/27. I wrote to you from there. I felt that it was probably something stirring and made haste to get ready this time, but what with all the holidays time was short. Hemingway came through I heard, but I didn’t see him.

Anyway, on the night of Jan.1st. I was at the HQ. of Sanitation (Surg. Gen’l’s Office) and got orders to leave next a.m., Sunday. I got things packed and got hold of the chauffeur and the rest of the outfit leaving Purviance in Barcelona, and taking Weisfield and the nurses only....We drove along at about 20 miles p. hour for 3-4 hrs., until finally we stopped for dinner. Weisfield and I took turns at driving after that and drove until about 1 a.m., when we hit a little town where there was a hospital I knew. We turned in and went on again in the a.m. It was cold and the Valencia orange groves were covered with snow. As we began to get up into the mountains it was very cold. Trucks, artillery, tanks moving up the road, truck loads of evacuated persons, prisoners, and troops moving down made an inextricable mess in the snowy road. The snow had been shoveled away far enough to leave a one-car lane, but at each town traffic would enter downward bound and upward bound and would jam in the narrow street, neither willing to back out and both unable to proceed, so that finally Weisfield and I got out and acted as military police and traffic directors.

It took us about 12 hrs. to do 75 miles.
At railhead we stopped for supper. Two long surgical trains were drawn up there; they were operating in what was a dining car converted into a surgery; we ate in another diner; alongside were a row of dead laid out in the snow and a force of men busy digging graves for them. We had orders for a town south, but the chief, D’Harcourt, came in while we were eating, and to our great

disappointment changed them to this place we had been a week before. So we picked up and pulled out. We had only a little piece of chain left for the tires; someone had stolen ours while the car was in the garage, so we kept on the look-out. I saw an old mill and thought where there is machinery there are chains, but there weren’t. However, we found an even greater treasure;

stumbling through the snow I uncovered an old axe. So we took it along - “organized it.” We went along and soon ran into a stalled truck with no on watching it, from which we “organized” two beautiful chains. Pretty soon we began to encounter British and American ambulances, and inquiring found that Barsky’s division had just arrived and was in a town nearby. We were glad to see him again. Everything pretty much upside down, for he was just getting installed....Everyone rummaging about in the mud. Ambulances unpacking; an Australian nursing-sister in a high fur hat; people diving in and out of stone passages into dark old Spanish houses, setting up a hospital. Mud up to the knees. We didn’t stay long. I had a feeling that we had better be

getting on. I don’t remember whether because of hearing the artillery fire at this place or not; anyway we got on. We drove in here in the afternoon and scarcely had we time to look around and unpack when the wounded began coming in. We worked hard that day, Jan. 5th, and the next and since then there has been practically nothing....
There had been nothing down toward putting the hospital in order since I left, so I began by raising a hellish row. All the work had stopped as I left it. No light. We operated by candle-light and with the little flash-lamp that fastens onto your head that I used to use on the old Flirt. Imagine doing laparotomies with that! No heat. It was very cold, 16-18 (degrees) below zero and I was so darn cold as I lay on the floor on a spring-wire mattress, wrapped up in my sleeping bag¾a God-send¾that I couldn’t sleep. Several men brought in with frozen limbs. The wounded all lying in the big classification room on cottonstuffed mattresses, close to the stove. I didn’t dare move them into the icy wards until they had got over their shock at least. Very few cots, most of them broken; not enough mattresses, not enough blankets, vainly trying to sterilize on an old kitchen stove that wouldn’t draw. The next morning I went into the office where the administrator (the business manager of the QM. of the hospital) was sitting with his men and disconnected their stove around which they were sitting and brought it into the operating room myself. That was the

last straw! Stealing a hot stove! So I went rowing about for the next few days until the old outfit was about ready to cut my throat, but now we’ve got the hospital fairly clean.
The Spanish workingmen and peasants are the salt of the earth. I’ve never appealed to them in vain. Almost daily I plunge up through the mud and snow to the old house with the coat of arms painted on the whitewashed wall and the sun dial, minus the dial, and go into the office of the “ayuntamiento” - the Board of Aldermen. There is always a group of 3-4 men in peasants clothes,

corduroy trousers and a woolen sash and a “boina” (beret), and I put my wants before `em; and they respond so quickly and willingly. A wall to be built, or a door put in; the next a.m. three of them appear and with the simplest implements that an American mason would scorn, a piece of an old foot-rule, a string, a few trowels, they hunt around the bombed buildings for brick and

stone and doors and hinges and things, and the next day the wall is up. Or I go down to the old blacksmith who lives next to the town well; at night, for by day his little rascal of a son is up in the hills hiding in the caves - and get him to make Thomas splints.
Two days ago I went to the ayuntamiento and asked for stoves to heat the wards, and electric light bulbs. See here, they said, we have had soldiers in this little room for 18 months; and each group that goes, moves on and takes all their things with them. We are exhausted. I know, I said, it isn’t for myself, but for the wounded. Look here, I lie on these stone floors and freeze at night and there’s nothing wrong with me. But imagine lying there with your leg shot off. Suppose you look around the village and get one stove or two, and in the morning I’ll give you my car and write you a letter, and you go to the neighboring villages where there haven’t been so many soldiers and say “See, we’ve given two stoves, suppose you give one to the hospital.” “That’s a good

idea,” they said, “you write us a letter and we’ll be around in the morning and go.” So I wrote the letter that night, a very formal letter and in the morning they came around and said, “The letter isn’t necessary, we’ve brought three stoves.” I wish the officials were like them, but they’re not. They’re still half of the old regime and it takes heaven and earth to move them.

Jan/18. Back in Barcelona. Got orders to return on Jan/16 p.m., left y’day a.m. and here we are. A lot of aviation activity the last few days before we left. My¾it feels good to sleep in a bed. Found your letter of Dec/8 here. Hope you get my long one of Dec/27 or thereabouts. Please acknowledge `em and keep `em, and type as much as you like of them for the Med. Bureau. So glad to get the letter. Only the 2nd one since I left. Look for Tommy star, and although clear skies mean much Aviation, the TS. makes it worth while. Lots of loving thoughts...

Ave Bruzzichesi

