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Obituary

Stuart Christie (1946-2020): Anarchist,
writer and publisher
Tuesday 25 August 2020, by CAMPBELL Duncan , CHRISTIE Stuart (Date first published: 17 August 2020).

Stuart Christie, anarchist, writer and publisher, born 10 July 1946; died 15 August 2020.
Anarchist he was jailed in Spain for an attempt to assassinate Franco and later acquitted of
being a member of the Angry Brigade.

In 1964 a dashing, long-haired 18-year-old British anarchist, Stuart Christie, faced the possibility of
the death penalty in Madrid for his role in a plot to assassinate General Franco, the Spanish dictator.

A man of great charm, warmth and wit, Christie, who has died of cancer aged 74, got away with a
20-year prison sentence and was eventually released after less than four years, only to find himself
in prison several years later in Britain after being accused of being a member of the Angry Brigade,
a group responsible for a series of explosions in London in the early 1970s. On that occasion he was
acquitted, and afterwards he went on to become a leading writer and publisher of anarchist
literature, as well as the author of a highly entertaining memoir, Granny Made Me an Anarchist [1].

Christie’s Franco-related mission was to deliver explosives to Madrid for an attempt to blow up the
Spanish leader while he attended a football match at the city’s Bernabéu stadium. Telling his family
that he was going grape-picking in France, he went first to Paris, where it turned out that the only
French he knew, to the amusement of his anarchist hosts, was “Zut, alors!”

There he was given explosives and furnished with instructions on how to make himself known to his
contact by wearing a bandage on his hand. As his knowledge of Spanish was even more limited than
his French, he had to be taught a phrase – me duele la mano (my hand hurts) – as a coded response
to his contact.

Having been kitted out in Paris, Christie began to hitchhike south with the explosives wrapped
around his body and wearing a kilt as an aid to getting lifts. His attire later led to reports in the
Argentinian press that the man who tried to assassinate Franco was a “Scottish transvestite”.

Once he arrived in Madrid, however, it turned out that Christie’s group had been infiltrated, and he
was arrested along with his Spanish contact, Fernando Carballo. After being forced to watch
Carballo being tortured, Christie signed a confession. Convicted of “banditry and terrorism” after a
brief trial in a military court, he faced the possibility of execution by garotte, but was instead given
the 20-year jail term. His sentence prompted international protests, including from Jean-Paul Sartre
and Bertrand Russell.

In the notorious Carabanchel prison in Madrid, Christie was warmly welcomed on to the political
wing by fellow anarchists and republicans, who admired his courage for their cause.
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In jail he studied for A-levels in history, English and Spanish, and worked as a nurse. His mother
wrote regularly to Franco to ask for clemency, and the Spanish authorities, noting “her dignity and
motherly concern”, released him after just under four years. “The most beneficial thing was that my
arrest provided a focus for what Franco was doing,” he said later. “He was trying to pass himself off
as an old avuncular gentleman on a white charger while in fact he had all these political prisoners,
thousands of whom were tortured and some killed.”

Four years after returning to London in 1968 Christie, while working as a gas fitter, was arrested on
suspicion of being a member of the Angry Brigade, a libertarian group accused of carrying out
explosions aimed at Edward Heath’s government. At the Old Bailey trial of the so-called Stoke
Newington Eight in 1972 Christie told the jury that the police had planted two detonators on him
and he was acquitted, while four co-defendants were convicted and jailed. Although Christie knew
some of those involved in the Angry Brigade, he was arrested mainly because of his reputation.

Christie was born in the Partick area of Glasgow, the son of Albert, a trawlerman from
Aberdeenshire, and Olive (nee Ring), a hairdresser. When he was six his father left home, and as a
result he was brought up in part by his grandfather and by his redoubtable grandmother, Agnes
Ring, in Ardrossan, Arran and then Blantyre.

After leaving Calder Street school in Blantyre in 1961 he worked briefly as an apprentice in a
Glasgow dental laboratory, where he became the union representative. He then joined the Labour
Party Young Socialists but became disillusioned by the fact that Labour activists went out canvassing
wearing Rangers scarves to secure the Protestant vote. He tore up his membership card and found
his political home with the Glasgow Federation of Anarchists.

Nuclear disarmament was a major political issue in the early 1960s, highlighted in Scotland by the
siting of American Polaris nuclear submarines at the Holy Loch near the Firth of Clyde, and Christie
became an active member of the Scottish Committee of 100, which was dedicated to their removal.

At the same time, with growing evidence of Franco’s anarchist opponents being jailed, tortured and
killed in Spain, political events in that country also became a focus of his attention. A move in 1964
to London, where he found work as a sheet-metal apprentice and on an ironmongery stall, led to his
meeting up with Spanish anarchist exiles. Deciding that “I had to do more than just demonstrate and
leaflet”, he offered his services and was soon recruited to smuggle explosives into Madrid.

Once back in the UK after his capture and imprisonment, he campaigned for the discharge of many
of his fellow Spanish prisoners, offering them a home in exile in London if they were released. One of
these was Miguel García, with whom Christie would later launch the Centro Iberico and
International Libertarian Centre in London.

On his return to London in 1968, Christie had met Brenda Earl, a typist and later a teacher, who was
also committed to the anti-Francoist cause and who would shortly become his wife. In 1970, with his
friend the veteran anarchist Albert Meltzer, he wrote The Floodgates of Anarchy, the first of many
books, and two years later came the Angry Brigade trial.

In 1974, after the kidnapping in Paris of a Francoist banker, a special branch officer advised Christie
and Brenda to leave their home in London for their own safety. They went first to Honley, in West
Yorkshire, and then to Sanday in Orkney, where their daughter, Branwen, was born. There they ran
the Cienfuegos Press, which became a major publisher of anarchist literature, and a radical paper,
Free-Winged Eagle.

After seven years in Orkney they moved to Cambridge and then to Hastings in East Sussex, where



Christie edited the Hastings Trawler and started the Anarchist Film Channel in 2006. “Hollywood
and the mainstream film industry tends to depict anarchists as flaky, obsessive, rabid, demonic,
repellent stereotypes – such as Hitchcock’s The Secret Agent or The Man Who Knew Too Much,” he
explained at the time. He took on editorial work in London as a subeditor for the magazine Media
Week, and on the British edition of Pravda and the English language version of the Russian weekly
Argumenty i Fakty.

Granny Made Me an Anarchist, published in 2004, explained that he had learned as a boy from his
grandmother that “we are not bystanders to life.” The book was as funny, perceptive and self-
deprecating as the man himself. He also wrote ¡Pistoleros! The Chronicles of Farquar McHarg, a
trilogy (2009-12) about a fictional Scottish anarchist born in 1900 who became involved in the
Spanish civil war. A quotation at the front of the book, from Victor Serge’s Memoirs of a
Revolutionary, summed up his own beliefs: “Anarchism demanded, before anything else, harmony
between deeds and words.”

Brenda died in 2019. Christie is survived by Branwen, two granddaughters, Merri and Mo, and his
half-sister, Olivia.

Duncan Campbell
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Brenda Christie obituary

Brenda Christie was drawn to London by the political and cultural turbulence of the 1960s.

Brenda Christie, who has died of cancer aged 70, was my wife, friend and comrade for more than 50
years. An intensely private person, though engaging, sociable and witty, she was a typist, editor,
teacher and political activist; we met in London in 1968 on Bastille Day.

Brenda was born in Shoreditch, east London, daughter of Eliza (nee Evans) and Bert Earl, and grew
up in Gosport, Hampshire, where her father was a chief petty officer in the navy. With a love of
literature and a sharp intelligence, she had hoped to make a career in journalism, but the breakup of
her parents’ marriage led her to leave home at 15 and move to London, where she became a copy
typist.

In 1967 her adventurous spirit took her to Milan, where she worked as a companion to an American
model, but the political and cultural turbulence of the time drew her back to London. Brenda was
introduced to the International Socialists (which became the Socialist Workers party) through her
best friend, Valerie Packham, and they were involved in the occupation of Hornsey College of Art in
1968.

She was also committed to the anti-Francoist cause, working with the anarchist First of May Group,
which brought her to the attention of the Metropolitan police’s special branch and the intelligence
services, as did her role as a co-founder, with me, of the anarchist publishing house Cienfuegos
Press, and her association with the Anarchist Black Cross and Black Flag magazine.
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When I was arrested and falsely charged with being involved in the Angry Brigade conspiracy in
1971, Brenda visited me almost daily in Brixton prison for 18 months, bringing home-cooked meals
on public transport, and helped my legal team in my successful defence and acquittal.

In 1974, following the kidnapping in Paris of a Francoist banker by anti-fascists, a special branch
officer visited our flat in Wimbledon and advised us to move out of London. We went first to Honley,
in Yorkshire, where Brenda and a friend opened a teashop, Touchwood, which became popular with
local millworkers and lorry drivers.

Our next home was Sanday in Orkney, where our daughter, Branwen, was born and where we
continued our work on Cienfuegos Press. We then moved to Cambridge, and Brenda worked for
Cambridge University Press on a number of titles with Albert Hourani and Trevor Mostyn including
the Cambridge Encyclopedia of the Middle East and North Africa.

In Cambridge she discovered her true metier in education, initially teaching business studies at
Cambridge college of further education. After a move to Hastings, East Sussex, where we settled for
20 years, Brenda’s teaching extended to giving drama lessons to Branwen – who later became an
actor – and setting up the Rude Mechanicals Drama Studio.

Our final move to Clacton, Essex, coincided with a decline in her health, the pain of which was eased
by the arrival of our granddaughters, Merri and Mo, who survive her, along with me and Branwen.

Stuart Christie
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P.S.

• Since you’re here ... We [The Guardian] believe everyone deserves access to information that’s
grounded in science and truth, and analysis rooted in authority and integrity. That’s why we made a
different choice: to keep our reporting open for all readers, regardless of where they live or what
they can afford to pay. The Guardian has no shareholders or billionaire owner, meaning our
journalism is free from bias and vested interests – this makes us different. [...]
Every contribution, however big or small, makes a difference. Support us today from as little as €1 –
it only takes a minute. Thank you.
Support the Guardian

Footnotes

[1] http://www.europe-solidaire.org/ecrire/?exec=article_edit&new=oui&id_rubrique=1853

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/jul/18/brenda-christie-obituary
https://support.theguardian.com/eu/contribute?REFPVID=keaetxxcnvxzpw6ect3j&INTCMP=gdnwb_copts_memco_2020-08-25_GROWTH_EPIC_R3__EU-ROW__WITH_ARTICLE_COUNT_V1_180&acquisitionData=%7B%22source%22%3A%22GUARDIAN_WEB%22%2C%22componentId%22%3A%22gdnwb_copts_memco_2020-08-25_GROWTH_EPIC_R3__EU-ROW__WITH_ARTICLE_COUNT_V1_180%22%2C%22componentType%22%3A%22ACQUISITIONS_EPIC%22%2C%22campaignCode%22%3A%22gdnwb_copts_memco_2020-08-25_GROWTH_EPIC_R3__EU-ROW__WITH_ARTICLE_COUNT_V1_180%22%2C%22abTest%22%3A%7B%22name%22%3A%222020-08-25_GROWTH_EPIC_R3__EU-ROW__WITH_ARTICLE_COUNT%22%2C%22variant%22%3A%22V1_180%22%7D%2C%22referrerPageviewId%22%3A%22keaetxxcnvxzpw6ect3j%22%2C%22referrerUrl%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fpolitics%2F2020%2Faug%2F17%2Fstuart-christie-obituary%22%7D
http://www.europe-solidaire.org/ecrire/?exec=article_edit&new=oui&id_rubrique=1853

