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“We Do Not Forget” Spain: Historical Memory, Foreign Relations,  

and Human Rights in the American Classroom 

 

Tyler Goldberger 

 

“Generalissimo Francisco Franco is Still Dead” reported Chevy Chase on 

the first season of Saturday Night Live (originally NBC’s Saturday Night) in late 

1975, satirizing the death of the Spanish dictator for an American audience.1 While 

many Americans today cannot name the longest lasting right-wing dictatorship of 

the twentieth century, in the wake of Spain’s political transition, Chase noted the 

humorous irony of former President Richard Nixon lamenting the passing of a 

“loyal friend and ally of the United States” while Franco spent the late 1930s and 

early 1940s collaborating with Hitler and Mussolini.2 This comedic sketch serves 

as a captivating introduction to the forgotten modern bilateral relations between the 

United States and Spain, providing an avenue to educate students on the curious 

intimacy between democracy and fascism as the Cold War heated up in the mid-

twentieth century. 

Leading up to the fiftieth anniversary of this infamous Saturday Night Live 

sketch, I had the unique opportunity to speak with Chevy Chase and his wife to 

inquire why he created this sketch and what he thought it meant for the larger 

American public.3 They both shared that although many were unfamiliar with 

Franco at the time, watching Chase’s sketch made people think: “Who was 

Franco?”4 It brought attention to a figure who and political situation in Spain that 

had been all but forgotten by American Cold War diplomacy and media. Many 

American perceptions of Spain today rarely think past its beautiful beaches and 

siesta and tapas lifestyle, an illustration of the successful 1960s “España es 

diferente” campaign. I work to incorporate primary sources like these to emphasize 

to my students the importance of Spain in the United States’ twentieth century 

identity and diplomatic legacies.  

Studying United States-Spain in the twentieth century demonstrates that 

Spain serves as an exemplar of American domestic and foreign policy. In the 1930s, 

Spain illustrates the extreme political leftism and rightism also happening in the 

United States. During and after World War II, when looking diplomatically toward 

Spain, the American government encourages an active (and short-lived) fight 

 
1 Saturday Night Live, Season 1, Episode 6, produced by Lorne Michaels, aired November 22, 

1975, on NBC. 
2 “Nixon Assets Franco Won Respect for Spain,” The New York Times, November 21, 1975, 16, 

https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1975/11/21/76833185.html?pageNumber=16. 
3 Tyler Goldberger, “Generalissimo Francisco Franco is Still Dead – Fifty Years Later.” The 

Volunteer, Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archive, August 29, 2004. 

https://albavolunteer.org/2024/08/generalissimo-francisco-franco-is-still-dead-fifty-years-later/ 
4 Chevy and Jayni Chase, Interview by Tyler Goldberger, May 9, 2024. 

https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1975/11/21/76833185.html?pageNumber=16
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against fascism and for human rights. Then, the heat of the Cold War transitions 

American connotations of Spain in relation to the obsessive anti-communist 

hysteria that periled relations within and outside of American borders. The United 

States excuses partnerships with fascist dictators and leaders in the Spanish-

speaking world to beat out the Soviet Union in the Cold War. Ultimately, forgetting 

that many of these human rights atrocities happened in large part because of 

American support and action illuminate just how crucial Spanish-American 

relations are to our study of the past. It is because of these trends and themes that I 

often incorporate Spain as our case study for our deeper study of the United States 

– its identity and values, its practices and policies, its memory and forgetting. 

The traditional historical narrative of US-Spain relations ends in 1898 with 

the Spanish-American war, pointing to the decline of the Spanish empire and the 

rise of the American empire. This narrative simplifies this longer and much more 

complicated relationship between the two nations.5 I thus seek to share and analyze 

a focused lesson plan that has allowed my high school and university-level students 

to practice and promote critical thinking skills, inquire about the past, and wonder 

what else we are missing along the way when we rely on traditional narratives to 

teach history. This lesson plan has been endorsed and promoted by Aulas Con 

Memoria, a leading pedagogical firm in Spain working to bring in lessons of the 

Spanish Civil War and Franco dictatorship to schools where teaching about these 

moments in twentieth century Spanish history are not always required (nor 

encouraged) by the Spanish state.  

I am a firm believer that as history educators, we must promote the practice 

of interpreting primary source documents. Thus, this lesson plan relies heavily on 

strengthening the skills and abilities of my students to help share about how United 

States-Spain relations in the twentieth century tell an American twentieth-century 

story. I break students into six groups, with normally four or five people per group. 

These small groups facilitate confidence and participation among undergraduates 

 
5 Traditional United States foreign relations scholarship focuses heavily on the Spanish-American 

War, including works such as Kristin Hoganson, Fighting for American Manhood: How Gender 

Politics Provoked the Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2000); Paul Kramer, The Blood of Government: Race, Empire, the United States, 

and the Philippines (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2006). Scholarship 

engaging with the United States’ relationship to fascism in the twentieth century is dominated with 

texts about Germany and Italy. Works that do consider US-Spain relations tend to focus on 

particular moments in time or presidential administrations, creating a false notion that this story 

can only be told through a ‘top-down’ approach. Wayne H. Bowen, Truman, Franco’s Spain, and 

the Cold War (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 2017); Dominic Tierney, FDR and 

the Spanish Civil War: Neutrality and Commitment in the Struggle that Divided America 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), concentrate much more on how these administrations 

responded to Spain’s civil war and post-civil government. Public schools often fail to teach about 

Spain’s relationship to the United States in the twentieth century, erasing Spain and its struggles 

from modern United States history. 

https://www.aulasconmemoria.com/a-7-1-las-relaciones-entre-espana-y-los-estados-unidos-durante-la-epoca-franquista/#respond
https://www.aulasconmemoria.com/a-7-1-las-relaciones-entre-espana-y-los-estados-unidos-durante-la-epoca-franquista/#respond
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and create a safe space to ponder ideas, comments, and questions. They receive 

their primary sources and take time in their small groups to become experts by 

interpreting the multimedia sources provided for them both in print and digitally. 

These students take an active part in the class period by giving part of the lecture 

and encouraging students in other groups to converse through thought-provoking 

questions. 

Group 1 receives multiple letters from members of the Abraham Lincoln 

Brigade (ALB), opening the conversation about who these Brigade activists were 

and why Americans would care about humanitarian crises abroad. It is no 

coincidence that approximately one-third of the ALB identified as Jewish 

Americans. While each member had their unique motivations to volunteer, it cannot 

be ignored that the dangerous rise of Hitler and Nazi Germany weighed heavily on 

their hearts and minds. These volunteers heard and read about the censorship and 

suppression of their religious brethren across the Atlantic. Thus, these letters 

illustrate the concerns and desires of these fights to break American neutrality laws 

and go to Spain. Hyman Katz, a New York Jewish American who went to Spain in 

1937 to fight against Franco’s forces, recognized that the Nazi expansion in Europe 

could threaten his own safety and wellbeing. Writing to his mom while wounded 

in a hospital bed in Spain, Katz rhetorically asked, “can’t you see that fascism is 

our problem-that it may come to us as it came in other countries? And don’t you 

realize that we Jews will be the first to suffer if fascism comes?”6 His very real fear 

of what the expansion of fascism would mean for him and his fellow Jewish 

Americans spurred him to fight. 

In addition, some ninety African Americans traveled to Spain to participate 

in the fight against fascism.7 Living through violence and racism, these Americans 

could not sit back and watch similar forms of oppression without intervening. 

Referencing the aggressive Italian imperial expansion led by Mussolini, one Black 

soldier wounded during the Spanish Civil War stated, “I wanted to go to Ethiopia 

and fight Mussolini… This ain’t Ethiopia, but it’ll do.”8 Canute Frankson, another 

Black American volunteer, similarly reflected on how his identity shaped his 

inspiration to fight. Alluding to the history of slavery and the contemporary Jim 

Crow era, Frankson feared how the practice of lynching made him aware of what 

would happen if Franco’s regime won in Spain. He noted that his first-hand 

experience, in which the United States “segregated and jim-crowed us,” contributed 

 
6 Hyman Katz to his mother, November 25, 1937, Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives, 

https://alba-valb.org/resource/letter-from-hyman-katz-to-his-mother/.  
7 For more, see: Danny Duncan Collum and Victor A. Berch (as a project of the Abraham Lincoln 

Brigade Archives), African Americans in the Spanish Civil War: "This Ain't Ethiopia, But It'll Do" 

(New York: G.K. Hall & Co., 1992). 
8 Bessie, The Heart of Spain, 29. 

https://alba-valb.org/resource/letter-from-hyman-katz-to-his-mother/
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to his sympathy of ostracized Republican victims.9 In the fight for democracy, 

Frankson noted, “there is no color line, no discrimination, no race hatred.”10 

Veteran Crawford Morgan spoke about what it meant to be part of an 

integrated unit at a time when the United States hosted “fascism on a small scale” 

with lynchings against Black Americans. Similar to Frankson, Morgan traveled to 

Spain because of his personal experience with racial hatred and discrimination, 

along with fears that the spread of fascism would “wipe out” Black Americans. He 

reflected on his experience fondly, explaining, “when you have been in the world 

for quite some time and treated worse than people treat their dogs, it is quite a nice 

feeling to go someplace and feel like a human being.”11 

In our conversation, we connect then these fighters in Spain to present-day 

Americans who advocate for overseas atrocities today and ask about what it means 

to fight for a cause so deep and personal to you. We discuss the identities of these 

fighters and the importance of intersectional advocacy and justice.  

We bridge the conversation about the Abraham Lincoln Brigades to the 

1937 Neutrality Act, the primary source document given to Group 2. Prior to the 

Spanish Civil War, the United States implemented neutrality acts in the 1930s to 

avoid unnecessary entanglements with Europe. The Neutrality Act of 1935 

prohibited American involvement in foreign affairs through banning the export of 

weaponry and resources “between, or among, two of more foreign nations.”12 The 

impetus for this Neutrality Act fell heavily on both a strong desire for continued 

distance from European affairs and the United States wanting to support its British 

and French allies.13  

 The start of the Spanish Civil War informed American neutrality policies. 

Claude Bowers, the United States Ambassador to Spain, telegrammed Secretary of 

State Cordell Hull on July 18, 1936 to share the news about the coup organized by 

leaders outside the Popular Front.14 He reported on the immense fighting happening 

in the south of Spain after the revolt led by Franco in Morocco, labeling this rebel 

side as “Fascist.”15 Hull reiterated the United States’ commitment to “non-

intervention” in Spanish affairs.16 

 
9 Canute Frankson letter, July 6, 1937, Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives.  
10 Frankson letter, July 6, 1937. 
11 Collum and Berch, African Americans in the Spanish Civil War, 175-182. 
12 Franklin D. Roosevelt, Neutrality Act of August 31, 1935.  
13 Tierney, FDR and the Spanish Civil War, 44. 
14 Claude Bowers to Cordell Hull, July 18, 1936, Foreign Relations of the United States: 

Diplomatic Papers, 1936, Europe, Volume II. 
15 Claude Bowers to Cordell Hull, July 19, 1936, Foreign Relations of the United States: 

Diplomatic Papers, 1936, Europe, Volume II. 
16 Cordell Hull Memorandum, August 4, 1936, Foreign Relations of the United States: Diplomatic 

Papers, 1936, Europe, Volume II. 

https://alba-valb.org/resource/letter-from-canute-frankson/
https://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=3&psid=4057
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1936v02/d356
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1936v02/d359
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1936v02/d376
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Determined to further distance the United States from Spain’s war effort, 

President Roosevelt amended the Neutrality Act of 1935. An update made in 

January 1937 ensured that civil wars within any nation also upheld neutrality. This 

law similarly prohibited the export of “arms, ammunition, and implements of war” 

and added that nations in “civil strife” were also included in this embargo from the 

United States.17 This law passed 80-0 in the Senate and 411-1 in the House, shifting 

the embargo against Spain from one of morality, argued by scholars such as 

Hochschild and Tierney, to one of legality.18 In a letter to socialist Norman Thomas, 

the president defended his decision to extend neutrality to nations experiencing civil 

war by explicitly acknowledging Spain: 

 

Not only would we, by permitting unchecked the flow of arms to 

one party in the conflict, be involving ourselves directly in that 

European strife from which our people desire so deeply to remain 

aloof, but we would be deliberately encouraging those nations which 

would be glad of this pretext to continue their assistance to one side 

or the other in Spain and aggravating those disagreements among 

the European nations which are a constant menace to the peace of 

the world.19 

Roosevelt concentrated on the desires of neutral Americans in order to validate his 

inaction. By keeping Spain distanced from American diplomacy, Roosevelt 

absolved himself and his administration from weighing in on the civil war across 

the Atlantic. This distance also contributed to the eventual fascist takeover in Spain. 

Students provide their reactions to President Roosevelt’s amended 

Neutrality Act. They respond to the intentional efforts to remove American 

involvement in Spain, sharing how this connects to broader interwar policies. That 

being said, it goes against future American advocacy against fascism, showing the 

contradictory nature of the United States as it balances its own self-interests in the 

twentieth century. 

The expanded Neutrality Act sought to prevent individual Americans from 

intervening in Spanish concerns. As the acting Secretary of State wrote to the 

Consulate General in Barcelona Mahlon Perkins in early 1937, “the enlistment of 

American citizens in either of the opposing forces in Spain is un-patriotically 

inconsistent with the American Government’s policy of the most scrupulous non-

 
17 Franklin D. Roosevelt, Neutrality Act of May 1, 1937, amending the Neutrality Act of 1935.  
18 Hochschild, Spain in Our Hearts, 172. The Neutrality Act of 1937 was envisioned in January 

1937, when it was first practiced. Congress officially passed this legislation in May 1937. 
19 Franklin D. Roosevelt to Norman Thomas, December 25, 1937, Norman Thomas Papers, Box 7, 

New York Public Library, New York, NY. 

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/fdr-neutrality/
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intervention in Spanish internal affairs.”20 American passports began being 

stamped “Not Valid for Travel in Spain,” enacting a travel ban. 21 Legally, there 

was an embargo on all American people and goods from interacting with the 

Spanish Civil War.  

 Reflecting upon the premise that the United States’ emphasized and 

reiterated neutrality against not only wars between countries, but now also civil 

wars within the same country, we discuss why American diplomats were so fearful 

to intervene in European affairs, particularly in Spain. What terrors lingered from 

World War I? How did the Abraham Lincoln Brigades defy their government for 

their own values?  

I then transition to lecture briefly about the end of the Spanish Civil War 

and World War II. I discuss Franco and Hitler’s budding friendship, ensuring my 

students know about the explicit fascist ties between Spain and the Axis Powers. I 

emphasize this point because the United States will eventually underplay and, at 

times, directly deny these connections during the Cold War era. As the end of 

World War II approaches, I call on our Group 3 to interpret President Roosevelt’s 

letter to United States Ambassador to Spain Norman Armour.  

President Franklin D. Roosevelt led the charge in condemning Franco’s 

Spain for its support of the Axis Powers and its continued disregard of its own 

people. He wrote to the American Ambassador to Spain Norman Armour on March 

10, 1945, months before the end of the World War II and just five weeks before his 

passing, establishing the United States’ updated position toward Spain: 

 

Having been helped to power by Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, 

and having patterned itself along totalitarian lines the present regime 

in Spain is naturally the subject of distrust by a great many American 

citizens who find it difficult to see the justification for this country 

to continue to maintain relations with such a regime. Most certainly 

we do not forget Spain’s official position with and assistance to our 

Axis enemies at a time when the fortunes of war were less favorable 

to us, nor can we disregard the activities, aims, organizations, and 

public utterances of the Falange, both past and present. These 

memories cannot be wiped out by actions more favorable to us now 

that we are about to achieve our goal of complete victory over those 

enemies of ours with whom the present Spanish regime identified 

 
20 R. Walton Moore to Mahlon Perkins, January 13, 1937, Foreign Relations of the United States: 

Diplomatic Papers, 1937, General, Volume I. 
21 Group interview on WBAI, 1981, #A00075, New York Public Library, New York, NY. 

Hochschild, Spain in Our Hearts, 247. Samuel H. Wiley to Cordell Hull, January 20, 1937, 

Foreign Relations of the United States: Diplomatic Papers, 1937, General, Volume I. 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1937v01/d395
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1937v01/d398
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itself in the past spiritually and by its public expressions and acts.22 

(italics added by author) 

Roosevelt explicitly connected Franco Spain to Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy and 

spoke directly to the notions of memory. Roosevelt assured Armour that “we do 

not forget” Spain’s unapologetic support for the Axis Powers during World War II. 

Roosevelt went on to affirm that the United States cannot simply “wipe” away the 

memories of fascist Spain, even if any self-interests might arise. When the Gallup 

Poll asked Americans about whether Spain, under Franco, should become a 

member of the newly formed United Nations, 76% responded with a definitive no.23 

This revealed a prominent American intolerance for Franco, reflecting dissent of 

Franco’s Spain’s strict censorship, targeted repression, and the abundance of 

political prisons. 

In this letter, Roosevelt reminded Armour of the United States’ stance on 

international intervention by stating that “it is not our practice in normal 

circumstances to interfere in the internal affairs of other countries unless there 

exists a threat to international peace. The form of government in Spain and the 

policies pursued by that Government are quite properly the concern of the Spanish 

people.”24 While the United States publicly refrained from intruding in the “internal 

affairs” of foreign governments, Roosevelt followed this statement by sharing his 

own opinion that he could “see no place in the community of nations for 

governments founded on fascist principles.”25 The executive branch embraced 

condemning Franco’s regime yet did not commit to any explicit actions against 

Spain. 

With this historical evidence in mind, my students and I debate what an 

American promise means and what a promise means when it goes against American 

self-interests. We fold into our discussion other diplomatic and foreign promises 

that have been broken for those in power to remain in power. It allows us to hint at 

the importance of American power, driving home the idea that the United States 

would do just about anything to maintain its status as a global superpower in the 

twentieth century. 

 
22 Franklin D. Roosevelt to Norman Armour, March 10, 1945, Foreign Relations of the United 

States: Diplomatic Papers, 1945, Europe, Volume V. Emphasis added by author. 
23 George H. Gallup, The Gallup Poll: Public Opinion, 1935-1971, Volume 1, 1935-1948 (New 

York: Random House, 1972), 519.  
24 The irony cannot be understated. The United States spent a majority of its rise to a modern 

imperial state through the forceful installation of governments satisfying American self-interests. 

Particularly in the Pacific Rim and Central America in the early twentieth century, the United 

States projected its own needs onto the governments of Haiti, Nicaragua, and others. Within ten 

years of this resolution, the United States would assert its first right-wing dictatorship in 

Guatemala as the Cold War heated up. 
25 Roosevelt to Armour, March 10, 1945. 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1945v05/d495
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The class transitions to the Cold War era as I lecture on the changing 

political and sociocultural considerations that incite American hysteria. We discuss 

the failed Double V campaign that led to practices such as McCarthyism and fears 

of communist domination. This opportunity allows me to present how many 

Americans were blacklisted for perceived leftist connections, a fate that many 

Americans who supported anti-Franco forces during the Spanish Civil War faced.  

I juxtapose President Roosevelt’s letter with diplomat George Kennan’s 

deployment of a “normalization” policy toward Spain. Group 4 reads this 1947 

memo in depth and are surprised that just two years after Roosevelt proclaimed 

Spain’s eternal guilt to the American psyche, a leading American diplomat called 

for the United States to assert a completely normal relationship with Spain. In a 

detailed memorandum, Kennan offered an explanation for this shift in policy. 

Previously, the United States’ only codified relationship with Spain was the 

December 12, 1946 United Nations resolution that barred an ambassador to Spain 

and prohibited Spain from joining this international peace-seeking body.26 

However, as Kennan stated, the likelihood of Franco’s removal from power had 

diminished, so the United States would have to try and cooperate with this dictator. 

He asserted that American treatment of Spain prior to normalization served to 

strengthen the Franco regime and disrupt the opportunity for economic recovery in 

Spain.27 

Kennan’s normalization policy essentially ignored Franco’s fascist past and 

the many human rights violations he perpetuated. While promoting a budding 

economic and military alliance between the United States and Spain that hoped to 

avoid strengthening the Franco regime, Kennan emphasized the private nature of 

this changed ideology. He wrote that “no public announcement should be made of 

our views,” for fear that a foreign relations decision in which the democratic United 

States sought to collaborate with fascist Spain would undermine the United States’ 

global reputation.28 Kennan might have feared an extensive propaganda campaign 

from the Soviet Union condemning American warming to Spain because of the 

United States’ assertions that Franco was a fascist regime and supported the Axis 

Powers both during and directly following World War II.29 

 
26 United Nations fifty-fifth plenary meeting, Relations of Members of the United Nations with 

Spain, December 12, 1946. 
27 Kennan to Marshall and Lovett, U.S. Normalization Policy Toward Spain, October 24, 1947. 
28 Kennan to Marshall and Lovett, U.S. Normalization Policy Toward Spain, October 24, 1947. 
29 United Nations fifty-fifth plenary meeting, Relations of Members of the United Nations with 

Spain, December 12, 1946; Proceedings of the United Nations General Assembly, February 9, 

1946 in House Resolution 1251, August 15, 1940, Bob Reed Papers, 1936-1994, Box 8, VALB 

Ephemera, University of Washington Special Collections, Seattle, WA; The Berlin Conference of 

the Three Heads of Government, July 17 – August 2, 1945 in House Resolution 1251, August 15, 

1940, Bob Reed Papers, 1936-1994, Box 8, VALB Ephemera, University of Washington Special 

Collections, Seattle, WA. Britain and France were also against American warmth toward Spain. 
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Kennan furthered the United States’ silence on Spanish fascism by favoring 

normalization with Spain, “irrespective of wartime ideological considerations of 

the character of the regime in power.”30 The State Department issued a directive to 

work toward supporting Franco militarily and economically. Kennan called on 

United States officials to “refrain from any mention of our previous support of the 

action of the United Nations in condemning the Franco regime.”31 He went on to 

state that “the Department’s position paper on this subject states that we should 

reaffirm such support. This, the Staff believes, should not be done.”32 The 

normalization policy called for the American government to abandon its previous 

moral and political convictions, both at home and abroad, in favor of a Cold War-

influenced alliance between fascism and democracy. 

This memo allows me to introduce the shifting diplomatic relationship 

between Spain and the new Allied world order, which includes the United States, 

in the immediate post-World War II landscape. The Allied Powers rejected Spain’s 

easy reentry into global affairs, banning Spain from joining the newly formed 

United Nations and calling for all UN member nations to remove their ambassador 

to Spain. Students share their reactions as we unpack changing priorities and 

relationships as global diplomacy shifts against communism rather than against 

fascism. 

As we continue progressing a timeline for these relations, I present the 

contradictions between the presidencies of Harry S. Truman and Dwight D. 

Eisenhower. Truman’s perspective differed greatly from Eisenhower, who fully 

embraced the Cold War battles against communism at all costs. Truman, a devout 

Baptist, had personal reservations with Franco and his Catholic state. However, as 

the Cold War heated up, he faced severe resistance to his isolation of Spain. The 

hysteria and anxieties surrounding communism forced Truman to choose between 

his personal and professional convictions. It is a great opportunity for our students 

to bring in the Abraham Lincoln Brigade again, arguing for what is worthy of 

standing up.   

President Eisenhower’s inauguration shifted American diplomatic 

considerations toward Spain. Unlike Truman, Eisenhower embraced Franco Spain 

with open arms. Eisenhower selected as the new Ambassador to Spain James C. 

Dunn, a politician who prioritized steadfast defense throughout Europe during the 

Cold War.33 Dunn committed himself to strong Spanish ties to promote friendship 

 
For more on the propaganda war between the United States and the Soviet Union, see: Margaret 

Peacock, Innocent Weapons: The Soviet and American Politics of Childhood in the Cold War 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2014). 
30 Kennan to Marshall and Lovett, U.S. Normalization Policy Toward Spain, October 24, 1947. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Silva Aramburu, Memoria histórico-informativa Volume 1, 53. 
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due to the international landscape. Thus, Eisenhower and Dunn enthusiastically 

approved of a pact interweaving Spanish-American military and economic 

resources for the decades to come. 

 The Pact of Madrid, signed on September 26, 1953 during Eisenhower’s 

first year as president, supported the Spanish economy and committed American 

resources to build bases that could be accessed and utilized by American forces. 

The Pact of Madrid provided three main agreements between these two nations. 

First, the United States and Spain shared a mutual defense system. Second, the 

United States committed to improving and maintaining Spanish air and naval bases 

in collaboration with the Spanish government.34 And third, the United States and 

Spain would participate in economic and technical cooperation.35 President Truman 

confirmed that the shift of American policy toward Spain, “once regarded with both 

distaste and distrust,” resulted due to the necessity of strengthened military relations 

with Spain.36 It guaranteed $465 million to Spain as the United States built four 

new military bases: $350 million for military aid and $115 million for economic 

and technical assistance.37 President Eisenhower dedicated significant time in his 

first year in office to cement this economic and military treaty. 

 The initiation and expansion of Spanish-American bases on Spanish soil 

furthered the importance of militarization by the United States. Along with the over 

140 air and naval bases developed and repaired through the Pact, four bases were 

constructed from scratch to serve United States Cold War interests.38 Originally 

dedicating $150 million, which eventually became $400 million, American military 

officials started the groundwork on Torrejón (air), Zaragoza (air), Morón (air), and 

Rota (naval) bases.39 Practical for Cold War defense, these bases also represented 

 
34 For a fuller history on the Pact of Madrid and subsequent military bases, see: Angel Viñas, Los 

pactos secretos de Franco con Estados Unidos: Bases, ayuda económica, recortes de soberanía 

(Madrid: Grijalbo, 1981). 
35 “Military Facilities in Spain: Agreement Between the United States and Spain (also known as 

the Pact of Madrid),” September 26, 1953 in Silva Aramburu, Memoria histórico-informativa 

Volume 1, 80-103. 
36 “Truman Explains U.S. Shift on Spain: Says Policy Changed on Advice of Defense Department 

and Military Factors Decided,” New York Times, July 20, 1951, Time Inc. Time Research Center 

Files, Box 837, Foreign Relations Spain, 1945-1970, New York Historical Society, New York, 

NY. 
37 National Security Council, NSC 5418/1, White House Office, Office of the Special Assistant for 

National Security Affairs: Records, 1952-61, NSC Series, Policy Papers Subseries, Box 10, Folder 

NSC 5418/1 - Policy Toward Spain, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library, Abilene, KS, 3, 

15. 
38 “U.S. Bases in Spain to Cost $150,000,000: Figures Given on First Phase of Program – Few of 

Jobs are Going to Americans,” New York Times, December 22, 1953, Democratic National 

Committee Records, Box 128, Folder Spanish-U.S. Relations, 1953; Final Enactment of Pact, 

Bases for Aid after years of wrangling, Harry S. Truman Presidential Library, Independence, MO. 
39 José Silva Aramburu, Memoria histórico-informativa de los acuerdos entre España y Estados 

Unidos, Volume 2 (Madrid: Cámara de Comercio Americana en España, 1957), 94-95; John T. 
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a symbolic display and physical manifestation of a robust military friendship 

between the United States and Spain. 

My students and I learn about Eisenhower’s warmth toward Franco Spain, 

as Group 5 imparts various letters between the American president and Franco. On 

August 24, 1959, Franco sent a personal invitation to Eisenhower to visit Spain.40 

I share the photograph of the original copy of Franco’s invitation to Eisenhower 

that can be found at the Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library with the group. 

A sitting president had never visited Franco’s Spain, due in large part to the fascist 

ideologies dominating Spain since 1936, so this intimate invitation was historic. 

Eisenhower originally pushed off the invitation in his response to the Spanish 

dictator a week later. Within a week of his response, due in large part to diplomatic 

and social pressures, Eisenhower and his administration had altered its plans and 

made space for Spain; two weeksl, the United States celebrated the roar of 

acclamation from Spain for his decision.41 

Eisenhower accepted Franco’s invitation and visited in December 1959. 

During Eisenhower’s administration, much of the past tension and disagreement 

within United States-Spain relations was categorized as a “long and difficult period 

of misunderstandings.”42 Largely ignoring the violent dictatorship as the cause of 

previously strained relations during and directly after World War II, Franco and 

Eisenhower embraced their newfound roles as allies in the Cold War.  
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Oral History Project, 112, accessed at Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library, Abilene, KS; 

Briefing Memorandum - Spain for President's Good Will Trip, December 1959, Dwight D. 
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Eisenhower Presidential Library, Abilene, KS. 
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as President, White House Central Files (Confidential File), 1953-61 Subject Series, Box 55, 
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Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library, Abilene, KS; John Davis Lodge to Christian A. 
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Library, Abilene, KS. 
42 José Maria Areilza, Remarks of Newly Appointed Ambassador of Spain, November 2, 1954. 
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 Spain factored into a 22,000 mile, three-week public relations tour to assure 

the world that the United States was “not aggressive” and that it wanted to be “a 

good partner in this business of searching out for peace.”43 According to the Banco 

Exterior de España, or Spain’s Foreign Bank, Eisenhower’s eleven-nation tour 

provided an opportunity for the American president to speak with other nations’ 

leaders “in a personal, prejudice-free manner” in order to promote “a message of 

peace and hope and the hope of peace.”44 Known as the “Flight to Peace,” 

Eisenhower’s trip sought to use his position of power to spread American values of 

peace, prosperity, and democracy around the world.45 

The American President arrived in the afternoon on December 21, 1959 to 

an enthusiastic Spanish crowd.46 Norwegian ambassador to Spain Rolf Andvord 

regarded Eisenhower’s arrival as “the greatest day in the life of present Spain.”47 

Eisenhower strode off the plane in Torrejón, met with much anticipation by the 

Spanish public.48 Torrejón served as a symbol of deep bilateral economic and 

military alliance. Spain’s Foreign Bank’s program detailed every moment of 

Eisenhower’s visit, celebrating that approximately one and a half million 

madrileños out of two million of the city’s population lined the streets throughout 

the capital to welcome the United States Commander in Chief.49 Signs greeting 

Eisenhower were hung high by individuals and businesses across Madrid, including 

lights on public buildings that read “Ike” in the prominent Plaza de España. This 

pomp and circumstance highlighted the Spanish enthusiasm and zeal of welcoming 

Eisenhower.50  
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as President, 1953-61 (Ann Whitman File): International Series, Box 47, Folder Spain--Goodwill 
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Hagerty Papers, Box 26, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library, Abilene, KS. 
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47 Rolf Andvord to Ann Whitman, December 21, 1959. Dwight D. Eisenhower: Papers as 

President, 1953-61 (Ann Whitman File): International Series, Box 47, Folder Spain--Goodwill 
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Delhi’s,” New York Times, December 21, 1959, Time Inc. Time Research Center Files, Box 887, 

Folder Foreign Relations Spain, 1948-1960, 1966, New York Historical Society, New York, NY. 
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John Davis Lodge reflected on Eisenhower’s visit, stating that “there must have been over a 

million people who lined the road and were in the plaza.” Mason, Oral History with John Davis 

Lodge (#3 of 4), February 20, 1969. 
50 Torre de Madrid, with flags of Spain and U.S. and “I-K-E” in lights (Photo 72-3285-124), 

December 21, 1959. Still Photograph Collection, Original Copies, 72-3242, Box 70, Folder 

Numerical 72-3285-103, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library, Abilene, KS. The “España 
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Figure 8: "Madrid welcomes Eisenhower" appeared on a billboard in downtown 

Madrid, along with waving American flags and lights welcoming “Ike,” as 

Eisenhower visited Spain on December 21-22, 1959. The photo of the left comes 

from Eisenhower in Spain (Madrid: Banco Exterior de España, 1959. The photo 

on the right can be found in Still Photograph Collection, Original Copies, 72-

3242, Folder Numerical 72-3285-103, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential 

Library, Abilene, KS. 

Upon landing at the Torrejón base, Eisenhower gave joint opening remarks 

with Franco. Franco expressed Spain’s new motto as it partnered with the United 

States: “Peace is our profession.”51  Eisenhower hoped to promote peace and hope, 

and in doing so showcase the global reach of American democracy. The coexistence 

of Spanish and American flags at this historic location symbolized their alliance 

against communism.  

At the official dinner, Franco referred to the military base in Torrejón as a 

“symbol of our friendship.”52 Franco nodded to Eisenhower for his supportive 
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Numerical 72-3285-103, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library, Abilene, KS; Photo 73-804-

62, December 21, 1959, Eisenhower Trip Series Photograph (Madrid, Spain 73-804-1), Box 5, 
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cited for this paper. 
52 “Texts of Franco and Eisenhower,” New York Times, December 21, 1959, Jesús González Malos 
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partnership, avoiding the Cold War imperatives that brought Cold War weapons on 

Spanish bases. For his part, Eisenhower commended the work of Spanish explorers 

in founding the Americas and emphasized the goal of promoting “peace and 

friendship and freedom” to the world.53 Franco and Eisenhower both highlighted 

the aligned goals to defend peace and liberty, an ironic statement while these 

nations suppressed their own people over the years.54 

In their historic talks, the two leaders celebrated the “gratifying progress” 

made since the Madrid Pact six years previously.55 Upon departing, Eisenhower 

reflected, “I am quite sure that the traditional ties of friendship and the active 

cooperation which has been progressing between our countries will be stronger 

because of this visit.”56 Eisenhower’s “traditional ties” suggested that the United 

States and Spain had been connected as allies for generations, ignoring the postwar 

tensions over the dissonant ideologies of democracy and fascism. The crimes of 

Franco disappeared from American diplomacy’s eyes as Spain’s anti-communist 

tenets became Spain’s defining characteristic. 

We end our discussion of United States-Spain relations by discussing the 

end of Franco’s regime. I introduce the newfound development strategy within 

Franco’s regime to bring Western tourists into Spain. Franco’s connotation to the 

United States as a benign leader and ally, as opposed to a fascist dictator, is 

cemented with his death in 1975. Group 6 reports on the New York Times article 

that paints Franco as an American patriot, silencing the human rights atrocities 

Franco perpetrated that arguably defined his dictatorship. Former President Richard 

Nixon lamented Franco’s death, lauding him as a “loyal friend and ally of the 

United States” who led his nation with “firmness and fairness.”57 Vice President 

Nelson Rockefeller traveled to Spain to mourn Franco at his funeral at the Valley 

of the Fallen, where the former Spanish dictator became the only person resting in 

this site who did not die in the Spanish Civil War.58 Rockefeller committed the 
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“firm friendship and support of the United States” as Spain’s new political 

administration transitioned to power.59  

After moving through forty years in United States-Spanish diplomatic 

history, we rewatch Chevy Chase’s infamous sketch at the end of the unit. As a 

class, we interrogate where the humor is in laughing about the death of this fascist 

dictator in 1975 in the United States. We debate whether this humor still holds true 

today. We interpret the tools and strategies used by American and Spanish 

diplomacy to rid Franco of right-wing fascist association. We question why 

Americans have forgotten one of our biggest allyships with one of the most 

repressive dictatorships of the twentieth century. 

Bringing Spain into university classrooms allows for bigger questions to be 

asked about important themes in American and global history. Teaching these 

diplomatic relations provides an organic way for students to analyze and interpret 

primary sources, collaborate with peers, and inquire about what they do not know. 

Together, we talk through human rights and the importance of fighting for those 

who have not been guaranteed these rights, the role of American self-interests in its 

domestic and foreign policy practices, the importance of historical memory in 

thinking through what we narrate and what we do not, along with forming new 

questions about this underdiscussed historical relationship.  
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