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If for people of my generation the words “human dignity” still mean something                  

we have to thank Spain. It became the air we breathed 

Ilja Ehrenburg 
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Synopsys 

 

In July 1936 the Spanish Army led by Francisco Franco and backed by the Catholic Church, the conservative 

forces and with the military support from Hitler and Mussolini, rebelled against the Republican 

Government of Spain leading to a civil war that lasted till April 1939.  

The international cooperation was extraordinary: almost 50 thousands antifascists rushed from all over the 

world to Spain in defense of the Republic.  This narrative documentary, in the eightieth anniversary of the 

end of the Spanish war, tells the authors’ journey made between 2015 and 2018 in search of the last 

republican voluntary fighters who were still alive. The last ones that can tell, for having done it, the 

meaning of an unprecedented gesture of international solidarity, which has marked history forever. These 

men told their stories, their motivations as their heritage for future generations. 

They are eight men of different political views and backgrounds (an Italian socialist, a French republican, a 

Canadian communist and libertarian, a Spanish communist, three French communists and a very 

adventurous English democrat) but united by the same unshakable commitment to freedom, as something 

worth risking their lives for. The film also features an all-Italian story in the heart of the Spanish civil war, 

the story is of an Italian fascist soldier that the destiny opposed to his cousin in the battle of Guadalajara. 
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Main Cast 

 

Joseph Almudever (129° International Brigades - from France) 

Born in Marseille, France, on July 30, 1919, he’s Vincent's younger 

brother. Still a minor, he falsifies the documents to be able to enlist 

immediately. Wounded several times, he fought in different 

formations in Aragon and in particular in Teruel, then he enlisted in 

the 129th International Brigade on March 30, 1939. Released from 

prison on parole in 1942 he joins the guerrilla until 1946 when, 

wanted for blowing up a railway bridge of the Valencia - Madrid 

line, following a daring escape, he took refuge in France, where he 

still lives today, in La Tour-du-Crieu. 

 

Vincent Almudever (Republican Popular Army – JSU battallion – from France) 

 Born of Spanish parents in Narbonne, France, on July 6 1917. At the 

time of the coup, he is in Spain, in Alcasser near Valencia. A member of 

JSU, Juventud Socialista Unificada, together with his comrades he 

formed a battalion of volunteers and fought for the defense of Madrid, 

in the Sierra de Guadarrama, and later on the Ebro, in the last great 

battle of the Spanish war. He passed frontier while retreating in 

February 1939 and, like most of his companions, he is locked up in a 

concentration camp, a Argelès-sur-Mer. After leaving the camp he 

settled in Pamiers, near Toulouse and participated in the Resistance to 

Nazi-fascism; today, he still lives there.  

 

Antoine Piñol (XII International Brigade, The Dares Ones Company – from France) 

Born in Palamós, Spain, May 5, 1915 and moved to France as a 

child, with the family. When he learns about the coup, he is 21 and 

decides to enlist to defend the country for which his father died in 

the war between Spain and Morocco. He enlisted in the 

International Brigades and fought with the Arditi of the Garibaldi 

Brigade, composed mostly of Italians. Participated in the most 

important battles of the civil war, such as those of the Arganda 

Bridge and Guadalajara, the most important victory of the Republican front. He is wounded three times, 

the last one very seriously during the retreat, near Barcelona. He crosses the border and is locked up in the 
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Montauban camp. He will take part in the Resistance to Nazi-fascism. He died in Agen, France, on 6 

September 2016. 

 

Henri Diaz (5° Regiment - Steel Company and XIV International Brigade – from France) 

He was born in Vierzon, France, on April 22, 1917. His mother died when 

he was a child. At the outbreak of the war, he left with his father, a 56 

y.o. Spaniard, to enlist in the 5th Regiment, the “Steel Company”. The 

father was deployed as guard at the airport of Alcalá de Henares. Henri 

fights in Madrid, at the bridge of the French, in the days of the strenuous 

defense of the capital, then in Extremadura, until he joins the XIV 

International Brigade near Valencia. He left Spain with a French 

destroyer at the end of the war. Returning to France he was a 

commander in the Resistance. Imprisoned in a concentration camp in Germany, he managed to flee hiding 

under a train for three days, without eating, exposed to the cold of winter, and returned to fight. He 

currently lives in Bourges, France. 

 

Geoffrey Servante (XV International Brigade – Lincoln Battallion – from United Kingdom) 

He was born in Streatham, England, on May 18, 1919. He left for Spain in 

1937 because of a £ 100 bet made in a London pub. He will take a ship 

from London to Alicante, where he will work as a ship’s boy. Arrived in 

Spain he decides to stay and fight and reaches the headquarters of the 

International Brigades in Albacete where he enlisted in the XV Lincoln 

Brigade, with which he will fight in Extremadura and in Toledo. When he 

returned to England at the end of the war, he would no longer find the 

friend with whom he had made the bet, who in the meantime had died. 

Unknown to most, Geoffrey comes out recently because of an article in the 

Guardian, about the independence of Catalonia, for which he decides to vote, being an honorary Spanish 

citizen. He died at the age of 99 in Lydney, England, on 22 April 2019. 

 

Virgilio Fernandez del Real (XIII International Brigade – Dombrowski Batallion – from Spain) 

Born in Larrache, Morocco, December 26, 1918. As a boy he lives in 

Madrid, where he studies as an apprentice health assistant in medicine and 

surgery. At the outbreak of the war, still a minor, he volunteers in the 

medical department. Very soon he joins the Health Service of the XIII 

International Brigade, Battalion Dombrowski, fighting in Guadalajara and 

on the Ebro. After the war, he was imprisoned in the concentration camp 

of Le Barcarés, first, and Argelès-sur-Mer later, in France. There he chose 
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exile and accepte the asylum offered by some countries to Republican fighters. He went to Mexico, where 

he still lives today. 

 

Aurelio Grossi (Republican Popular Army – from Italy) 

Born in Naples, Italy, January 24, 1919. During the fascism the father, 

a socialist, persecuted by the Black shirts, decides to take the family to 

Argentina. In 1936, however, following Franco’s coup, the whole 

family decides to go to the rescue of the Spanish Republic: Carmine, 

his father, and Ada, his sister, will found Radio Libertà, which will 

broadcast in Italian from Barcelona; Aurelio, 18, and his brother 

Renato, 21, enrolled in the Spanish army as radio-telegraphists. In 

Teruel, during a hard battle under the snow, they are wounded by a 

bomb while they try to recover the device. Aurelio will lose an eye but will return to fight until January 

1939, when he crosses the border and is also incarcerated in a concentration camp in Gurs, France. But the 

return to Italy does not reserve the best fate: he is imprisoned and put in confinement as an anti-fascist. He 

died in Naples on 6 April 2017. 

 

William Krehm (POUM – Marxist Unification Worker Party – from Canada) 

Born in Toronto, Canada, November 23, 1913. Political activist of 

Trotskyist positions, he left for Spain after having participated in an 

internationalist convention in Brussels. In Barcelona he joins the POUM 

(Worker Party of Marxist Unification) and meets George Orwell, who 

fights in their ranks. In the days of May 1937, in the Catalan city, when 

the Stalinists clash with anarchists and Trotskyists, he was imprisoned 

for a long time. He lives in Toronto, Canada, and at 105, he is the dean 

of the Last. He died at 105, in Toronto, on 19 April 2019. 

 

 

Diviso Marinelli (Fascist Army, Black Flames – from Italy) 

 He was born in San Vittore di Terme, Italy, on August 16, 1917. At the 

beginning of 1937 he volunteered for the Voluntary Troops of the Fascist 

Army, the Black Flame Division, and landed in Cadiz. It takes part in the 

Battle of Guadalajara, where the Italian Fascist Army and the Garibaldi 

Brigade of the International Brigades confront each other, giving rise to a 

conflict within the conflict, almost an Italian civil war fought on Spanish 

soil. The Italian anti-fascist motto was "today in Spain, tomorrow in 

Italy". Among them was Esino Marinelli, a cousin of Diviso’s, who had 
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come from France, where he had emigrated to work as a railway-man, with his father. The two cousins, 

without knowing it, fight against each other in Palazzo Ibarra, during three days of close combat. Esino will 

be seriously injured by fighting the advance of the fascist tanks and will die a few days later in the hospital.  
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Author’s Note 

 

Pasquale D’Aiello - Director and Co-Author 

The idea of shooting my trip with Mauro to make something that could look like a movie came to life one 

night in late May after an evening spent talking about many things. When I proposed to Mauro to film our 

trip, I was scared of the consequences of my proposal, but also secretly "reassured" by the thought that in 

reality there would have not been any journey because certainly, in that May 2015, I assumed albeit with 

melancholy that no Spanish war volunteer was still alive or able to tell anything. Nevertheless, the next day, 

from a simple search on the Internet, we realized that in fact someone was still alive. However, the time 

available was, for obvious reasons related to the cycle of life, very little. 

So we had to leave immediately, as soon as possible. There was no time to carry out a preventive 

crowdfunding campaign or even the possibility to bring together the necessary professional figures to the 

crew: one or more operators, a lighting technician, a sound engineer for direct audio, an assistant. Nothing 

of all this. The director would have to do everything himself, from transporting the equipment to edit on 

improvised locations, shoot with 3 cameras, 2 microphones, separate audio and three lights. Nay, this was 

the configuration of a part of the interviews; the first interviews were made with an even more spartan 

asset, due to the lack of adequate instrumentation. Although with a gradual improvement of the technical 

asset, until the end of filming, which lasted 3 years, one of the cameras has always been that of a mobile 

phone. At the beginning of the shooting, two cameras out of three were cell phones and the audio was not 

recorded separately. The only "good" camera was a prosumer reflex, this occasionally was flanked by a twin 

or a superior camera (in this case, during the interview with Diviso, operated by another cameraman). A 

framing control monitor was available only for the last interview (that of Henri Diaz). 

If you keep in mind these technical conditions and the fact that the director of this film had never made any 

filming before in his life, I hope the many technical mistakes that he has made during the shooting phase 

will be forgiven. 

Initially I had assumed that the interviewees' story would have been enough and therefore all the cameras 

could have been aimed at them; while filming I realised that due to the complexity of the interviews, 

carried out in different languages and not always in easy or smooth conditions, even the interaction with 

the interviewer would have been useful. This changed the layout of the cameras, aimed also at the 

interviewer. 

I had to understand that interviewing a centenarian, digging into his memories is not a simple process and 

the reconstruction of his story is a daunting task that requires audio, visual and even documental support 

during the editing phase. 

Even with the technical difficulties described above, I have always tried as much as possible to set up a 

scene that presented our interlocutor in his most intense dramaturgical form, trying to reduce the 

elements of interference from the environment and also the effects of time on the bodies of our beloved 

characters. However a man who comes to this age after passing these terrible trials certainly has a vital 
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spirit that I have tried to show. 

At first, with Mauro, with whom I wrote the script of this documentary, we had also thought to include 

spoken pieces of our journey to try and render the tension, the emotion and motivations of the journey, 

but during the editing we had to notice that our self-shots could not convey our true feelings. Inevitably, 

they sounded somehow "fake". We were trying to be natural and tell ourselves in front of a camera, but 

never like on this occasion, the principle of Heisenberg has shown its validity also in cinematic field: the 

presence of the observer had distorted the observed phenomenon. Even with suffering, we gradually 

proceeded to the complete elimination of all the spoken parts of our journey. Only a few frames of us 

traveling, in search of our characters, made it to the final edit, as a silent and iconic testimony of our 

obsession with looking for the last protagonists of this terrible and epic story. In some moments, I put in 

direct relation our journey with moments of civil war, through the use of the split screen: it was the only 

luxury that I allowed to leave a trace of our deep and emotional participation in this historical event that it 

is now part of ourselves. 

The editing structure is the diachronic one, offered by the main events of the Spanish civil war, 

reconstructed through the personal events of our interviewees. The fate wanted us to be able to meet men 

with a different political orientation, although all anti-fascists, and with diverse military locations. This 

allows to build a choral tale of the Spanish war, seen through the eye of the last men who voluntarily 

decided to fight for the Spanish Republic. A separate story, however, is that of Diviso Marinelli: the only 

fighter on the Francoist side we interviewed. Diviso was not part of the story we wanted to tell or, at least, 

he had not spontaneously decided to take part in it. But fate has decided for him to entrust him with a role 

in the story of his cousin, Esino Marinelli, volunteer of the Garibaldi’s Brigade, placing them against each 

other during the battle of Guadalajara. 

In the construction of the story I also wanted to include animations that recall the actions of our 

protagonists. It was a way to perceive them as men in the prime of their vitality, just as they made the story 

that they told us today. This was also a way to bring the viewer into the story that is strong, adventurous 

and terrible, so that one can understand these men’s human temperament, as well as the political 

convictions that led them to make their choices. 

Even in the choice of music, I favored a coexistence of original music of that time and electronic music. The 

first with the task of restoring the feeling and the mood of those years, the other to bring out the trans-

historical dimension of our protagonists, which in my opinion is evidence of a mode of existence of the 

human being, which even today is able to communicate with us all. 

The other information that appears in the story, places and dates of their actions, are the result of a 

research I have carried out on various documents that concern them, both of personal origin (their 

memories, private papers, photos, etc.) and from archive records. 

With Mauro, we also decided to insert literary references to try to place the story in the broader poetic, 

literary and essay scenario that originated from the Spanish Civil War. 
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Mauro Manna - Co-Author 

I think that making a film like this gets close to the idea of adventure, made of extraordinary meetings, of 

difficulties that seem insurmountable, of painful choices. And the adventure, naturally, requires a certain 

recklessness needed to leave with just a camera and two cell phones and then wake up, slowly rubbing our 

eyes every now and then, inside a movie. 

The idea was to collect the stories of the Last, those who left voluntary to defend the Republic, the few still 

alive who saw with their own eyes what was happening. We thought it was necessary, 80 years later, to go 

looking for them, just because they were the last, and after there would be no one to tell that gesture of 

extreme solidarity, never again. Many told us "it's late, you had to do it before", but we told ourselves that 

"it's late" can mean "everything is lost" or "there's no time to waste", and so we left immediately. 

But if you want to give all the testimonies you are collecting, you have to accept that your idea is has to 

face, for three long years, the reality check of a very low budget production, financed through a long 

crowdfunding, with endless difficulties in implementation. On the other hand, this has allowed us to make 

this film a collective work: the supporters who have funded it have been more than one hundred, while 

over fifty are the people who have offered their voluntary contribution, or accepted inadequate rewards to 

work with passion and dedication to the making of the film. We, and especially thanks to the work of 

Pasquale in his capacity as director and executive producer, we have achieved the goal we had set 

ourselves, consistent with the economic and time constraints. Not all the problems of realization and 

technical issues have been solved, but this is also part of the legacy of an adventure like this. 

The moment when I realized that we were holding the film was the day when, on paper, the alternate 

montage of the nine interviews was born. It seemed impossible: how could we have found the thread of 

such a complex and intertwined narrative that would have required choices often painful and equally 

painful sacrifices? Over twenty hours of interviews full of extraordinary stories, where would we start 

from? I remember the alternate editing of the first three interviews, which we had achieved after returning 

from the 2015 trip to France, it lasted almost three hours. Then the interviews became four, then six, eight 

and finally nine. Three years in which the sudden appearance of new witnesses in Spain, England, France 

and Canada, put into crisis and question the structure of the film, which became, as it was right and 

inevitable, a choral story. A story in which the characters emerge but are at the service of a collective story, 

of which their individual history is a part. 

I could say that the thread of that story miraculously emerged, autonomously, because that was the 

impression I had. Miraculously every sentence, every story, called another, in a succession of references, 

connections, through which the characters seemed to be calling each other into question. A word, a theme, 

a place recounted by one of them recalled the same place, the same word, the same theme recounted by 

another. It was the history of the Spanish war that wound through their words, retracing the salient 

passages, the historical moments, but also minor and lesser-known facts. The miracle was actually in having 

heard, translated and read the interviews dozens of times, until you know them word by word, 

remembering the gestures and expressions that accompanied them. The film has matured inside that 

obsession, as filtered through a sieve and it settled, almost by itself, like it was working in the background, 

almost without us knowing. 
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Dozens of versions and continuous refinements followed, first by blocks, then by pieces, down to sentences 

and single words. The film settled, more and more, until it stopped in the only possible sequence, the 

current one. The only possible film among hundred possible films, but the only one that we could make, 

together with all those who worked on it, and there are many, in 2019, in Rome, Italy, planet Earth. 
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Bio 

Pasquale D’Aiello 

Pasquale D’Aiello was born in 1969 in Foggia. 

He is an author and director for the Italian state television RAI. 

He worked as director for the channel RAI Storia where he directed some documentaries. He also authored 

some historical programs for the same channel. He worked as director and author also for the channels Rai 

3, Rai Movie and Rai 4, on several programs about politics, movies and TV series. 

He wrote and directed some fictional short movies. 

He published stories for books and for the web. 

He collaborated as film critic with several Italian magazines (Taxidrivers.it, Filmaker’s Magazine, 

Indipendenti dal Cinema, Storia dei Film). 

In a previous life, he worked as the RAI web-platform coordinator. 

In another previous life he has been an IT engineer and a project manager for different companies. 

Filmography 

I Primi Saranno Gli Ultimi (2019) – Documentary 

Città d'Italia - Siti UNESCO - La città tardo barocche del Val di Noto (2018) -  Short Documentary 

Mare Nostrum – Lo Stretto di Messina (2017) - Documentary 

Mare Nostrum – La Riviera Romagnola (2017) – Documentary 

8 mm (2010) – short movie 

Ore 5.35. tangenziale est (2008) – short movie 

 

Mauro Manna 

Mauro Manna was born in 1970 in Cagliari. 

He lives in Rome, is an architect and author of novels. In 2009 he interviewed two Republican volunteers of 

the Spanish civil war and wrote a novel about the confrontation between generations and the voluntary 

engagement for freedom. 
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Press Review 

- La Repubblica (Reptv) : “Noi contro Franco”: 80 anni fa la guerra di Spagna, in un documentario i 

volontari ancora in vita ["We against Franco": 80 years ago the Spanish civil war, in a documentary 

the volunteers still alive] 

 

- Il Corriere (CorriereTV) : “I primi saranno gli ultimi: il documentario sugli ultimi reduci dei volontari 

della Guerra Civile Spagnola” [The first shall be the last: the documentary on the last veterans of the 

Spanish Civil War volunteers] 
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- L’Unità: “La voce dei combattenti – Rimaniamo solo uomini” [The voice of the fighters - We remain 

only men] 

 

- TaxiDrivers.it: “Intervista agli autori del documentario ‘I primi saranno gli ultimi’” [Interview with 

the authors of the documentary "The first shall be the last"] 
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- IlCorriere BLOG – POCHE STORIE: “I primi a partire, gli ultimi a raccontare: i reduci della Guerra di 

Spagna” [The first to leave, the last to tell: the veterans of the Spanish War] 
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- La Marsigliese: “L’ouvre solidaire de Thierry Chaveulot en favour d’un documentaire italien” [The 

solidarity work of Thierry Chaveulot in favor of an Italian documentary] 

 

 
 

 

- La Provence: “Guernica au secours d’un documentaire” [Guernica in support of a documentary] 
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- Calanques: “Un tableau pour financer un film” [A table to finance a movie] 
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Cheer for us 

Among the many who decided to support us, we also had the support of artists like Zerocalcare that has 

created a table specifically for our film, Alessio Spataro who gave us the table of his graphic novel 

“Biliardino”, a table set during the Spanish Civil War; the french painter Thierry Chauvelot who painted for 

us a reinterpretation of Picasso's famous "Guernica". The proceeds from the sale of these works went to 

finance the production of the film. We were also very pleased to receive the support and encouragement 

of a director who strongly influenced the imagery of the civil war with his famous film: obviously we talk 

about Ken Loach and his “Land and Freedom”. 
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Contacts 

 

Consorzio Sperimentazione Immagine 

web: https://csi-project.org/ 

e-mail: csi@csi-project.org 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/csi.project/ 

Twitter: @csi_cinema https://twitter.com/csi_cinema 

Instagram: @csi.cinema https://www.instagram.com/csi.cinema/ 

 

I Primi Saranno Gli Ultimi 

Imdb: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt4871552/ 

Blog: https://iprimisarannogliultimi.wordpress.com/ 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/iprimisarannogliultimi/ 

 

Press Officer 

Simona Manna 

Tel. +39.3394944669 

e-mail: manna.simona@libero.it 

 

Communication and Social Media 

Lorenzo Ceotto 

Tel. +39.3466627922 

e-mail: lorenzo.ceotto@gmail.com 

https://csi-project.org/
mailto:csi@csi-project.org
https://www.facebook.com/csi.project/
https://twitter.com/csi_cinema
https://www.instagram.com/csi.cinema/
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt4871552/
https://iprimisarannogliultimi.wordpress.com/
https://www.facebook.com/iprimisarannogliultimi/

