
A few years back, Tony Collins 
travelled to the Basque country 
to meet a man who as a young 
war refugee left an impression in 
England

For two seasons following the resumption 
of League football Coventry City fans 
delighted to the skills of two nimble-
footed Basque refugees. 
Emilio Aldecoa and Jose Bilbao played 
for City during the 1945-46 and 46-47 
seasons. Emilio went on to play for Spain 
and died in 1999 in Barcelona, for whom 
he also played. Jose has spent the last 
fi fty years in the Basque town of Durango 
just east of Bilbao. 

Both men came to England as children 
in the late thirties, forced from their 
homeland by the Spanish civil war. They 
were amongst thousands of Basque 
children evacuated all over Europe. Most 
were unable to return until after the end 
of the Second World War and many never 
returned at all. 

On a visit I was informed by our associates 
that there was a man in the town who 
went by the nickname of ‘Coventry’ 
who apparently had been a footballer in 
England. 
Sure enough when I meet with Jose 
in Durango he proudly shows me the 
Coventry City key ring he carries with 
him. A fi t looking man for his eighty years 
he is obviously known and respected in 
the town he left then returned to thirteen 
years later in 1950. Emboldened by the 
local poison, “patxaran” a potent mix of 
aniseed and cheap wine, Jose proceeds 
to recount the events that brought him to 
Highfi eld Road.

Jose set sail for England with his two 
sisters in 1937. The Royal Navy gave them 
coffee, milk and a fried egg. On arriving 

they were sent to a Basque refugee camp 
in Norfolk. Jose recalls how they were told 
that Bilbao had fallen to Franco’s troops 
by a well meaning local priest,

“The boys all attacked him and 
cut him with a knife, they couldn’t 
believe it.” 
 

In 1939 after the civil war in Spain 
ended, Franco was ruthless in his pursuit 
of Basques who had fought with the 
Republicans. “I used to write home, my 
sisters had returned to Durango, they 
told me Dad had to go and live in 
France for a while because he 
might be informed on. So 
I thought I had better 
stay in England.” 

Jose quickly 
learnt English 
at school and 
was thus able 
to aid the 
war effort by 
fi nding work 
with Electrolux 
in Luton. 
Factories being 
a prime target, 
Jose found 
himself once 
more fl eeing German bombers, 
“It was like being in Durango again, three 
times in my life I have lost all my 
possessions because of bombing.”

As well as his ability to dodge bombs Jose 
showed off his sporting prowess.  Jose 
had learned his skills on the pelota courts 
of his home town and remembers how as 

OLD BASQUE MAGIC

46

a boy he was able to trap a fi ve peseta 
coin tossed in the air. It was while playing 
for the factory team that his skill came 
to the attention of a local referee who 
happened to know the Coventry coaching 
staff. 

On hearing of the Basque boy 
wonder with amazing dribbling 

skills City’s management 
team immediately requested 
that Jose be sent up to join 
the squad for the home 
game against Chelsea that 

weekend. 

Jose 
was, he 

says, 
unfazed. 

He must also 
have been boosted 
by the fact that 
fellow refugee 
Emilio Aldecoa was 

also in the City team following a move 
from the great Billy Wright- inspired 
Wolves. 

Jose was pitched straight into the fi rst 
team playing just in front of Aldecoa. He 
conversed with his compatriot in Spanish 
and they proceeded to bamboozle the 

Chelsea defence. City ran out four one 
winners. It was the start of a memorable 
two seasons for the Basque pair. Jose and 
Emilio were at the centre of a free scoring 
team. 

Amazingly, despite being a regular in 
City’s team Jose never signed professional 
forms and thus wasn’t paid for his 
endeavours. He continued to work at 
Electrolux during the week travelling to 
play at the weekend, 

Jose left City to play for the French First 
Division side Bordeaux. By the this time it 
was 1950 and Franco had been in power 
in Spain for over a decade. Jose enjoyed 
his time in France,

“I like the French, they cook well 
but not as good as Basques.” 

After a year and a half at Bordeaux  a fall 
produced a minor haemorrhage, enough  
to curtail Jose’s French sojourn. 
He decided to cross the border and return 
to Durango. “I knocked the door and my 
sisters said ‘ah Jose’ and I said ‘yes that’s 
me have you got dinner for me?’ 

Jose still keeps a look out for the English 
results  “Coventry are not doing so well 
now, they can’t keep up with all the richer 
teams.”  
Jose still meets up with his fellow refugees 
once a year for a reunion. Declining in 
numbers they are a generation who were 
able to see the changes that took place in 
their country from an exiled perspective. 

Jose is proud of his achievements not just 
for himself but for the Basque people, he 
obviously always saw himself as something 
of an ambassador for his birthplace. “You 
like the Basque country?” He asks “Of 
course you do, how can you not?”
With this he takes a fi nal swig of Patxaran 
and takes his leave to go and pick 
mushrooms in the mountains. 
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