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To my parents, Siegi and Lotte Moos, who gave me life.
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The world is a dangerous place to live in, not because of the people who are evil, but because of the people who don’t do anything about it. Einstein, letter to Max Born, 1937/38


Prologue


How do I present my father? How indeed do I present myself, his daughter, in this biography?


I started to write this biography a long time after my father was dead (not uncommon, I suspect). This had the great advantage that I was not constrained by what would almost certainly have been his refusal to cooperate. My father was a complicated man with a personal and political history he preferred to keep private.


How to find out about a man who had taken his many secrets to the grave? Researching any exile, uprooted from their country of birth, is complicated. What made this even more problematic was obtaining records about my father. A combination of the allied bombing of Germany, which obliterated many records, Nazi destruction, the dispatch of KPD papers into the locked archives of the USSR and my father’s fore-sighted tendency to have hidden away – under trees and floorboards - his own papers left me thin on primary material. Happily, there turned out to be useful (!) SS and Gestapo papers about Siegi’s time in Germany and two volumes of MI5 documents resulting from their close surveillance of my parents. And in the process of putting all this together, stories told me on those rare occasions by my father and mother came floating back into my memory.


I had left it too late to interview anybody who knew Siegi in Germany. But then who would I have interviewed anyway? As far as I could gather, my father’s comrades had mostly been murdered. The one person, who, from the letters in my father’s archives, appeared to have survived - after nine concentration camps - I failed to trace before his death, hard though I tried.


Moreover, almost everybody from my father’s immediate family had perished and the mother and daughter who did survive the camps were dead before I started this biography (one from old age, the daughter I suspect from suicide). Siegi’s parents had both died very young. His brother, Adolpho, had committed suicide in his early 20s. Hermann who unofficially adopted Siegi had no children of his own and ‘died’ in Theriesenstadt. There is a dispersed extended family as is the way with those fleeing Nazism: Brazil, Italy, Switzerland and the US, with whom generally I have had little contact; indeed my father had not been one to keep close ties with distant relatives. Even had I started far sooner, gaining information about my father from his German days would have proved difficult. Such complexities are one reason, I suggest, why writing the stories about anti-Nazi refugees is so rare.


I was fortunate that some of my father’s articles about agit-prop had been preserved by Weber: and I thank him for allowing me to reproduce them. Siegi’s lyrics to accompany Wolpe’s music from the early 1930s also miraculously surfaced during my research. So between one form of record and another, I built up a picture. I was helped in understanding the texture of the early 1930s by interviewing three centenarians who had been in the KPD at the same time as my father, even though they did not (sadly) know him.


Gathering information on my father’s time once he arrived in the UK was helped along by MI5 records. They seem to have opened all my parents’ mail until sometime in the 1940s (opening mail being their chief means of keeping tabs on German Communist refugees) so I have a fairly full - though partial – picture of Siegi and Lotte’s time in the 1930s.


My personal knowledge of Siegi, except as a dad, was limited. While I knew my parents came from Germany and were anti-Nazis, very little else was allowed to penetrate our home. My parents wished to keep me protected. Another way of putting that is that they kept me in a cage. So my own knowledge of my father as a public figure is exceedingly limited.


I look back now on both my parents with sadness. They had been too damaged to be able to provide much of the gentle skill of parenting. My father, less paranoid than my mother but far sterner, had dedicated himself - with extraordinary success - to the creation of a new world for himself of books, lecturing and writing in which a daughter did not have a part. He had lost so much, not just his family, his comrades and his ‘country’ but also of himself, that accessing his past was impossible for him. I was brought up ironically without a history and to feel the world was a threatening and insecure place. But with that came a sense of uniqueness. The little my father told me, for example, the story of his escape from Germany, defined me and gave me life-long courage.


But I am left with how far to put myself into the biography. My relationship with him was far from easy. His past gave him strength but also sapped him. He was a tender man who was regularly consumed by rage. He expected respect and never to be contradicted. He could not bear closeness, physical or emotional. I both loved and feared him. I avoided his company. It is in these pages, that I have tried to find my father. But I have chosen to leave on one side his and my relationship, though it inevitably pushes its way into the narrative. It is his remarkable political life which should be better known.


My father died when his grandson, Josh, of whom he delighted, was only one and Josh does not remember him. But I have written this biography in my father’s memory and I am proud of him.


P.S. There is an issue about the use of the word ‘murdered’ in this biography. As is the norm here, I have used it to apply to both people who were gassed, shot or otherwise deliberately killed and those who died as a result of gruelling work, a starvation diet and grotesquely unhealthy living conditions. Germans use the word ‘unkommen’ to refer to the second group who died as a result of gross mistreatment but were not directly killed. Though I was tempted to make use of this distinction in this study, I decided ‘unkommen’ was too unfamiliar a word to use in an English-language context. So I use ‘murdered’ throughout to refer to both groups of Nazism’s victims. 









PART 1


An anti-Nazi in Germany









Chapter 1


Introduction


It took me a long time to come to terms with how little I knew about my father. As a child, I knew his date of birth, but where he was born and to whom were not matters that were talked about. Indeed, my timid questions about his parents or siblings elicited a sharp response. ‘It’s bourgeois to be concerned about matters of family,’ though when I was little, he said something more like: ‘Families don’t matter. You do understand that.’ I learnt when little not to try to open up the door to my father’s past and to horrors I only sensed.


When young, I was told little stories to furnish me with some explanation of how I came to be born in Oxford. My father had had to flee the Gestapo in 1933 because he had been active in left wing theatre. This, I understood, was something to be proud of. He had walked out of Germany and had fled to the UK. It had taken him a long time and it was luck he survived. His life had been saved by a rural cobbler who had asked no questions and not given him away, when my father had appeared in his shop, the soles of his shoes worn right through. Much later on, my father had also told me that he was the secretary of the Freethinkers (but left me believing this was simply a Humanist organisation).


It never struck me to unearth the stories that lay beneath my father’s tales. I learnt early to understand my parents’ unspoken wishes. I became terrified of asking questions and even more, of receiving answers.


Later in my life, I began to develop a curiosity about both my parents’ pasts. My father died twenty years before my mother, and it was only in her declining years, that I got my hands on their archives. Well versed in paranoia, I knew to unravel every blanket for what might lie hidden in its folds, go through the pockets of every suitcase, look deep into the heaped carrier bags, and check all files for the papers which mattered. There slowly opened up a hidden history.


There had been a few earlier intimations. A couple of years earlier, a friend had turned up a reference in the India files to my father acting on behalf of the Russian party. Rot, I had declared. My father had always denounced Stalin. One of my first memories was my abstemious parents opening a bottle of wine when they heard of Stalin’s death. My father had worn a red tie as the three of us had sat and toasted Stalin’s demise.


The other clue had come via a researcher into my mother’s past. His news was unwelcome - and again, clearly untrue. My mother, he had informed me via an initial letter, had had an affair with a Communist spy. But she was already married; I remember protesting to him, after checking the date. I should have been more suspicious. I had been the spectator, as a young woman, to my mother’s many arguments with Richard Kirkwood as to why the USSR had got it wrong, crucially over collectivisation, although I had been puzzled at the detail of her knowledge. She opposed Stalinism if anything more than my father, I told the researcher. He had given me that researcher’s glance. ‘Well. I didn’t expect you to take it well.’


I had already contacted Kew about my parents’ files and they had fobbed me off. I had been met with surprising resistance, which I failed to understand. Now I again approached them, indeed started to badger them to release both my parents’ MI5 files. When I was finally informed they would be released, I had expected to find a thick file on my left-wing activist father, and nothing much on my mother.


But the reverse was the case. To my astonishment, my housewife boring mother had two thick files, my father nothing. This continues to intrigue me. My guess is that in the trawl in the 1960’s, my father’s files, along with thousands of others, were discarded. But it is still possible that they are still ‘under wraps’ because of his association with either the Free French or Harold Wilson (he was one of the - then unusual - special advisers in the Wilson government of 1966-1970). Fortunately, it has been possible to glean some information on Siegi from Lotte’s copious files.


Siegi had left behind little to help with the reconstruction of his history. He had failed to talk systematically about his past, as far as I know, to anybody at all. His writing was of a theoretical not personal nature. Even the poetry he wrote in old age has a wonderfully polemical character; it says a lot about his politics but little about the man.


Sadly my father’s consideration of writing his own autobiography, which is referred to in a letter (26.6.66, in personal possession) to him from Philip Andrews (Nuffield College), never came to fruition. We have Andrew’s responses to the points that Siegi must have made for not writing an autobiography. It is the same reply he gave me when I asked him, when he was already quite old, why he did not write an autobiography. There were no such things as facts in a history such as his, he told me. This is more understandable to me now then it was at the time. The older Siegi did not completely identify with his younger self. His other reason, I suspect, was that he did not see himself as more worthy of attention than his many comrades, too many of whom did not live to tell such tales. Now I know rather more as to why he could not write that autobiography. But it can only be regretted that Siegi could not have ‘owned up’ to his past. As I have only recently discovered, his life was far fuller than I had realised.


I had always been told by both my father, and, after his death, my mother that Siegi had not belonged to the Communist Party. Very late in Lotte’s life, she told me, her lip curling with disdain that, yes, Siegi had belonged to the German Communist Party. In the months before Lotte’s death, she also told me that Siegi had belonged to the Rote Frontkämpferbund (the offensive/defensive anti-Nazi group, loosely affiliated to the KPD, discussed later) ‘But they never fired a shot at the Nazis’, she told me, adding something like: ‘What an idiot’. It came as a great - and not welcome - surprise, therefore, to discover that Siegi was not just an active member of the KPD in the early 1930’s, but probably one of their leading cadres in Berlin.


So here I am writing my father’s biography, with the help of Richard Kirkwood and Irene Fick. It is a biography which focuses on the man in the public sphere, not of my father as I knew him, but inevitably some of Siegi as father and also as a husband is included. It should not be forgotten that it is his daughter who is writing this and while this gives me a unique view of the man, my view of Siegi will inevitably be affected by my sympathies for and conflicts with him, and may at points have the too close-up view of a daughter.


It has not been possible to fill all the holes in knowledge about him. My parents never talked to me of themselves, in the past or the present. So some of this biography will be written as a search for my father’s past. But then, no biography, or indeed autobiography, can ever be complete. My father was right on that one. It’s impossible to tell the truth about oneself, he had also insisted.


There has to be an attention here to records which are partial, both because at least some of the records are hidden away, if they exist at all, in the Moscow and ex-East German archives, partly because of the inherent nature of records, particularly from such a politically tumultuous 80 years. The people who knew my father are almost all dead, too many of them murdered. Some of the material has been gleaned from MI5 records, some from the, very limited, family records. The partiality of the information here has been forced upon us by the unavailability of sources.


It is time to rescue my father’s life, because it is the life of a man forged into a revolutionary by the struggles in 1920s Germany, who becomes deeply involved in the activities and debates around how to stop the Nazis and who saw agit-prop theatre as one means of winning over the working class. He had to start a second life and learn a second language in the UK, became deeply disillusioned with some of his previous beliefs, but never gave up his socialist opinions.


But it is not just my father’s life I am rescuing. The history of the revolutionary left in Germany between 1918 and 1939 is remarkably unknown, even in Germany but more so in the UK. The Comintern’s zigzags have been thoroughly studied as has the KPD’s official twists and turns, but not the rank and file. Certain acts of heroism have made it into the history books or been given media attention, for example the Bavarian White Rose student group, the attempt on Hitler’s life in 1944, or some people who ‘saved Jews’ but, in fact, these acts of bravery have almost nothing to do with the revolutionary left, working class activities or the resistance from 1933 onwards.


Why did the East German government, who had a culture of celebrating their heroes, and who if anybody did, should have inherited the mantle and memory of the German working class revolts and resistance, not celebrate more fully both the early attempts at revolution in 1918 and 1923 (beyond Luxemburg and sometimes Liebknecht) and later those who had stood and fought, and too often died, opposing Nazism? I suggest that the East German government, who were theoretically in a coalition with the Social Democrats from 1948, were not always in sympathy with the politics of the earlier 1918-1923 revolutionaries and the often less than ‘respectable’ members of the resistance. This government preferred to honour those who had visibly contributed to the fall of Nazism rather than the thousands who were working underground and largely out of sight and who, after all, ‘failed’ to stop Nazism. No doubt the erratic opening of the Moscow and East German archives will now facilitate further research.


The other reason is to do with the other side of the Cold War, where a belief in ‘our side’ held an ideological influence over academia as well as politics, which only started to significantly reduce in the mid-1960s (though there were some brave early swallows). The Allies did not honour revolutionaries or often even the resistance. Amongst the ‘leaders’ in World War Two, Churchill was an exception in holding to the tactic of building up a group (the SOE) who worked with resistance fighters across Europe. Roosevelt and many of the top-brass in the British military preferred a more conventional war.1 Add to that, that we are here discussing the ‘enemy’, the Germans, even if these were the ‘good’ Germans, and the lack of recognition and attention becomes easier to understand. Moreover, these men and women were often Communists and often working class, and, during the academic freeze which so often went along with the Cold War, ‘on the other side’.


Two of the few authors who write in English (Rosenhaft,2 and LaPorte3 ) which look at the grass-roots politics in the German working class during this period will be referred to frequently in this text. So this study of my father I hope will help illuminate the grass-roots activities and fates of those brave men and women who worked for a revolutionary Germany after the end of World War I and in particular stood up against the rise in Nazism.


This book’s structure in part reflects this dual purpose. In Part 1 which takes us up to 1933, there are chapters which are specifically about my father, two early separate chapters which address the political background in Germany, and a final chapter which combines the two. People who want to keep to Siegi’s story may want to miss out the political chapters, although readers will find they do provide a background to Siegi’s activities.


I was also exceedingly fortunate in being given the opportunity to interview in autumn 2011 three very old members of the KPD who had been activists in the 1930s, who I refer to as the Berlin 3, and who gave me the insight one only gets from talking to people who actually were there and allowed me to get some sense of what my father’s Berlin had been like. I refer to their observations intermittently throughout this study. Not much work has been done on the experience of the third period on the ground. Almost all studies have been of official KPD policies, and of its many vacillations and zigzags. It is in this context that the interviews with the three Berliners was so valuable in that it gives a long distance but intimate view of what was happening on the ground between 1929 and 1933 and the degree to which the Berlin 3’s political activities were as much driven by their experiences as by the Party line.


I am not writing this biography as an academic historian and do not delve into the - interesting - debates about how to interpret this period of history - whether it is better top down or bottom up. My perspective is moreover decidedly anti-Stalinist and I do not give time or credit to a Stalinised historiography. I also do not read German - a serious limitation when studying German history and I have to thank Irene Fick for her generous translations from German into English on my behalf. Nevertheless, I have largely depended on English translations and texts and what they have to say about German sources. So, for example, I depend on secondary sources to know that Weber, a key German left-wing writer about the German revolutionary left and the KPD up to 1945, demonstrates the Stalinisation of the KPD4, a position LaPorte suggests has limits. I have taken what fits the story of my father and do not get into the rights and wrongs of the different positions.


In the last season of Siegi’s life, he returned to his earlier writing, pouring out lyrical left-wing poetry and musing on how to bring about change. He remained a socialist till the end. As he lay dying, I sang him the International (to the horror of the nurses used to a more reverential atmosphere by the bedsides of the dying) and, by now unable to speak or virtually to move, he wiggled his toes to the beat.


End-notes


1.   I owe this point to Steve Cushion.


2.   Rosenhaft, Beating the Fascists? The German Communists and Political Violence 1929–1933


3.   LaPorte, The German Communist Party in Saxony, 1924-33: Factionalism, Fratricide and Political Failure, 2003; and Bolshevism, Stalinism and the Comintern. Perspectives on Stalinization, 1917-53 (with Kevin Morgan and Matthew Worley).


4.   Weber’s argues in ‘Wandlung des deutschen Kommunismus’ (1969), that by the 1930s the KPD had been transformed into a disciplined and centralised instrument of Stalinism. (See Appendix for further details.)









Chapter 2


1904 - 1928 Early life. The makings of a revolutionary


1904-1928


Siegi was born into a knot of contradictions, which framed him from an early age. Born in Munich, on the 19th September 1904, he was the second son to Johanna and Albert Moos. We know that Albert lived at a variety of addresses during Siegi’s early childhood (at the time as now, any move in Germany had to be registered, so it is possible to check Albert’s many addresses). Not all was well in the Moos household.


Albert was a joint owner of a factory in Ulm, but kept moving, ending up near to Monte Carlo, where he gambled compulsively, before leaving for Paris where he died, aged 45 (from family correspondence). Albert, Siegi’s father left his wife to look after herself and their two young boys.5 Siegi was only six or seven. My father’s passing suggestion to me once that his father was some sort of bohemian artist was somewhat economic with the truth! Siegi’s mother was left to struggle alone to bring up the two little boys and, most probably, without any regular source of income. Thus Siegi was marked from an early stage by emotional disruption and material poverty.


Siegi’s aunt, Rosa, his father’s sister, had married into a well-off Bavarian family. Hermann Binnswanger, Rosa’s husband, Hermann, and his two brothers ran three highly successful liqueur and vinegar factories (Likoerfabrik zum Magister) across Bavaria. Rosa and Hermann had no children. Though it is impossible to now know exactly how close the relationship was, it appears that Rosa and Hermann unofficially took over some of Siegi’s care, a pattern more common at this time when, if needed, childless couples would ‘adopt’ a brother or sister’s child.6 Certainly, there are a variety of photos of a beaming Hermann posing with the young Siegi in his lush garden at their summer house outside Munich. In later life, Siegi used to talk to me as if Hermann’s house was his home. Siegi had told me of how easy it was to ‘steal’ some of the booze as a child and how he would then go to sleep in the barn. Indeed, I was startled to discover this was not the full story. I had been allowed to believe that Siegi grew up in an opulent household, which made wine and liqueur for its living.


But Siegi did spend some time with this mother. Siegi told me that towards the end of the First World War, when he was around twelve years old, he had lived on turnip stew, turnip jam and stewed nettles, which he had foraged from local farmers’ fields.7 Whatever the exact nature of the different relationships, Siegi went between his mother’s ‘social need’ housing, and his uncle’s opulent houses. It cannot have been easy for him. This contrast between poverty and affluence may well have radicalised the young boy.


Siegi told me that when still quite young, he went to pay homage every year at the memorial to those who fell in the German revolution of March 1848 (which forced King Ludwig of Bavaria to abdicate). I now suspect that this was probably in Augsburg. One piece in the complicated jig-saw of Siegi’s early life is that at least one part of his adopted family, the Binnswangers, seems to have belonged to the radical – and ‘modernist’ - wing of the bourgeoisie. Gabriel Binnswanger, it appears, played a minor role in the 1848 German uprising, and is noted to have taken down a notice placed by the state on the 1st May 1849, which he trampled into the ground. Siegi probably saw himself as paying homage to a member of his own family, his great-uncle, but was also supporting the general cause of those early fallen revolutionaries. Hermann’s later letters to Siegi once he was in the UK (considered in Appendix 1), also show a deep humanism and sympathy for his revolutionary, wayward and brilliant nephew.


Aged only 14, Siegi was in attendance when sailors declared a Soviet republic8 from the steps of Munich Town Hall, an event he described to me in some detail. Later in life (and this will be considered in a subsequent chapter on the 1970’s), he wrote an excoriating article against Ebert’s betrayal of the 1918/19 revolution, written with the passion and knowledge of one who was there. Siegi’s presence on the steps of Munich Town hall tells us that he was already at least interested in radical politics. Having grown up under the wing of Hermann and Rosa, radical minded representatives of the Bavarian haute-bourgeoisie, and also presumably influenced by Germany’s defeat and the victory of the Russian revolution, Siegi seems to have developed an early attachment to revolutionary politics.


Even Siegi’s schooling raises issues over identity. His mother had moved the children from Munich to Amberg, where Siegi attended the Humanistische Gymnasium (equivalent to a grammar school). This was a Catholic school, run by Catholic priests. Yet the original inscription next to Siegi’s name in the school’s entry book, where religion had to be stated, has ‘Judische’ scratched out and ‘Protestant’ overlaying it.


Why he was finally registered as a Protestant cannot now be known nor why he was sent to a Catholic school, though one can guess that it was because it was the best available. Certainly, although the Hermann household were secular Jews, Jewishness was not a concern, indeed is not mentioned at all in Hermann’s many letter to Siegi. (We do not know about Siegi’s mother.) Siegi certainly told me he was brought up as a Catholic, and would quote parts of the Catholic catechism at me. (You can always recognise a Catholic, he informed me on several occasions, by the look of guilt in their eyes.) But later, while still in Bavaria, he is documented as choosing to relinquish his Judaism, indicating that he saw Judaism as his original ‘faith’ and that he took this sufficiently seriously to need to reject it. Maybe he took this decision because he was no longer a believer, maybe he never was. Maybe he already saw religion ‘as the opium of the masses’. But this flurry of religious identities probably discouraged a belief in any particular religion (and led to his active role in the Freethinkers.) The rest of this biography will consider Siegi’s later politics. But, with such a background, it is not surprising that Siegi showed an early political awareness.


He did not do especially well at secondary school and went to study for an Economics degree at Munich’s Technische Hochschule (equivalent to a cross between the old FE colleges and polytechnics)10, maybe staying with Hermann. But he did not finish his degree. Though continuing to study Economics in the evenings at Munich University proper, he went to work at the biggest Bavarian bank: ‘Bayerische Vereinsbank’, where he stayed for over five years, working his way up to Head Office. Then he joined the management of his uncle’s factory, ‘Likoerfabrik zum Magister’, where he stayed for another two and a half years. Finally, he moved to Berlin in 1928, still only 24, to work at the liqueur factory: ‘Hermann Meyer.’ It appears from a great-uncle’s letter, he also worked for a paper: Neue Zeit.


The late 1920s is also the time his brother commits suicide. My father never mentioned that he had a brother. I was only to find out when I emptied out my parents’ possessions from their house, to discover his brother, Adolpho’s, christening mug and ring, lying in the drawer in which my father kept his cheque books, a drawer my father went into probably once a day. Then I also found, buried deep under my father’s papers in his study, Adolpho’s christening book. The letter, which I now possess from Adolpho, suggests he killed himself over a failed love affair. Another part of Siegi’s world must have fallen apart.


End-notes


5.   Although the history of my father’s family is fragmentary as happens when families are either dispersed or/and murdered, some distant relatives, in particular Rudolph Moos, have put much effort into reconstructing a family tree. But nothing is known of Siegi’s mother. I tried to trace her but had no luck. My father never mentioned her and I do not know for sure how she died, though my mother told me (never a reliable source on causes of death as I was to discover) that she died young of breast cancer. In the photo albums I acquired when I cleared their home, there appears a beautiful young woman, white ruff round her neck, eyes softly out of focus. I assume it is Siegi’s mother.


6.   Siegi was the chosen one, his brother, Adolpho seems to have been left in the care of their mother. Adolpho committed suicide in his early 20s.


7.   Turnips were the only food my father banned my mother from cooking! But Siegi did show me on his and my occasional walks together how to pick nettles so that they didn’t sting.


8.   The Bavarian or Munich Soviet Republic, based in Munich, was a part of the German Revolution of 1918/19, led by Eisner, .The sailors, who were deeply engaged in resisting the continuation of war by their leaders were probably in Munich, which is far from the sea, on their way home to now revolutionary Austria (Harman). This event is discussed further in Chapter 3.


9.   Apparently, Munich University, even during Weimar, did not welcome Jewish or socialist students of Economics (C-D Crohn, 178, 1996.) It is still notorious for its association at this time with its fencing clubs. Whether all this influenced which university Siegi went to, can only be guessed at.


10. Apparently, Munich University, even during Weimar, did not welcome Jewish or socialist students of economics (C-D Crohn, 1996.) It is still notorious for its association at this time with its fencing clubs. Whether all this influenced which university Siegi went to, can only be guessed at.







Chapter 3


Bavaria: the early stamping ground of the Nazis; KPD resistance


This is the period when Siegi’s politics are developing, and it is therefore not the main focus of this study. Nevertheless, the activist from the early 1930s had his political birth in Munich; indeed I would argue that his later acute awareness of the threat of Nazism was born out of his experiences in Bavaria, where, and we will see, he will have witnessed and probably experienced the early growth of the Nazis, their influence over the Bavarian government and their lethal activities against the left.


So this section will look in some detail at the tumultuous politics in and around Munich from 1918, through the Kapp putsch and the events of 1923 by when we know Siegi was again in Munich, to when Siegi leaves for Berlin in 1928. Siegi’s personal/political trajectory parallels and illustrates two of the major events in German history between 1918 and 1933 - the revolutionary uprising in Bavaria in 1923 and the failed attempts by the revolutionary left to stop the rise of Nazism in Berlin from 1929/30. The first section will be on the revolutionary left, the second on the rise of the Nazis. We begin with a brief diversion into the birth of the Weimar republic which provides a backdrop to subsequent events.


On the 29th October 1918, the sailors of the German fleet mutinied when ordered to continue the fight against the British. They took over the naval base and city of Kiel and elected a workers and soldiers council (Hobsbawm, preface to Leviné, 1973).11 On the 9th November, the Kaiser abdicated, handing over government to the Social Democratic, Elbert. The German republic was declared on the 9th November 1918. The army chiefs transferred their loyalty to Ebert but on the condition that he fight Bolshevism. In that they were united. But the army itself had become militant and was not to be trusted, so Ebert turned to the reactionary Freicorps (Hobsbawm, preface to Leviné, 1973). On the 15th January 1919, Luxemburg and Liebknecht, the two great leaders of the German revolutionary left, were murdered, following the failed first attempt at revolution in Germany.


Munich: the unlikely seat for revolution, 1918/19


Munich became the fulcrum for the revolutionary left, after the defeats in Berlin. As we know, Siegi witnessed the historic struggles of 1918 and 1919.


Bavaria, one of the more conservative and Catholic areas of Germany with a population at the time of around 8m, long dominated by the right, was an unlikely place for the revolutionary days of 1918 and 1919. But Krupp had built a new munitions factory, employing 6000 out of its 60,000 population in Munich (Harman, 1982)12, its employees at the forefront of the insurgency. Moreover, it was a staging post for demobbed and often radicalised soldiers: in December 1918, there were about 50,000 of them (Harman, 1982).


Towards the end of the war, Eisner13, the leader of the Independent Socialist party (USPD),14 called for a general strike in Munich, which was conceived of as political and peaceful (Paul Frohlich). Proletarian workers militias, usually only modestly armed, were formed. On 7th November 1918, the city was paralysed by the strike; Eisner led his units of armed soldiers and sailors to the barracks; many soldiers, with their arms, deserted their barracks and flocked to support the demonstration (Harman, 1997 2nd ed).15 Strikes occurred in Munich, Nuremberg, Fuerth, Schweinfurt, and Ludwigshafen. About 75,000 defence workers participated in the strike, demanding the end of the war. The biggest rally was in Nuremberg, with 45,000 strikers, since MSPD and USPD had called for joint action. In Munich, there were over 10,000, with the USPD enthusiast to continue beyond the agreed time in order to enforce specific policy concessions.


Workers’ councils and committees were established but were never properly coordinated. Armed groups of workers and militia took over the streets of Munich. In a situation where neither the Soviets nor the Government held power, Eisner briefly formed a left coalition government with the Social Democrats in early January 1919, which survived the collapse of the revolution in Berlin. The soldiers declared they would not oppose a general strike (Harman, 1982). But Eisner was outmanoeuvred, and in February 1919 decided to resign but was murdered on his way to Parliament (Harman, 1982). Workers were in uproar.


The revolutionary ball kept rolling. Despite the defeats of the revolutionary left elsewhere, in Bavaria, hardly a stronghold of the labour movement, there was continuing revolutionary pressure. In April 1919, the Sparticist leader, Max Levien, declared the establishment of the Bavarian Soviet Republic in Munich. Again, workers’ militias were created, especially in the large metalworking companies and working class areas, but this time they were largely defensive. Huffman’s government was declared deposed. (For an analysis post-hoc by Siegi of these events and the attempt to establish soviets, refer to Chapter 8). Lacking a sufficient working class base and any sort of armed insurrection, the soviet stood little chance (Frohlich).16


Leviné was dispatched by the KPD Central Committee (C.C.) to avoid another blood bath as in Berlin. Harman argues that with Leviné now in leadership and emphasising the role of workers’ councils (though Harman’s use of Leviné - Meyer’s biography, 1973, could be more critical), that the Bavarian revolution entered into a second more hopeful stage. But as Hobsbawm puts it: ‘Leviné…knew all was lost but also that it had to fight.’ Leviné was deeply aware that this was a revolution without working class roots and rightly suspicious of the leading role of the Social Democrats.17 Leviné wrote of how the factories were still working, the press still lying, the military still intact. ‘Noske is already wetting his butcher’s knife’ (Rosa Leviné-Meyer, 1973). Johannes Hoffman, who has already appeared above, fled and began gathering about 8000 troops outside of Munich to attack the Bavarian Soviet Republic. On 7th April, a council republic was proclaimed (Broué, 2005, 280)18 made up of everybody from the Social Democrats to the anarchists and denounced by Leviné as a masquerade and pseudo-council republic. There was a massive general strike in Munich, but nowhere else. Hoffman essentially blockaded Munich which ran out of food. (Was my father’s talk of living of turnips and foraging in the fields as much to do with these days as hardships during the war?).


On April 13th 1919, after the Soviet republic was declared in Munich the Social Democratic Cabinet under the Bavarian Prime Minister, there was an attempt at a counter-revolutionary coup. Hoffman finally called on the Freicorps to attack the defenders of the Republik.19 (Similar had already happened in Berlin under Ebert when he let loose the Freikorps on the revolutionaries.) Ebert, the SD President of Germany, then gathered 30,000 Freikorps to take back Munich, welcomed by the reactionary Bavarian middle class. The Freicorps clashed and first lost to Ernst Toller’s troops, including army conscripts, at Dachau (Levinée-Meyer, Broué, 2005). But Toller and the communists were bickering. Munich then fell over a couple of days and the Soviet Republic ended on May 1st 1919.


The repression was brutal; an estimated 700 men and women were captured and executed, including Leviné (Mitchell, 1965, Broué, 2005), including 186 military executions (Harman, 1982). (It was during his ‘trial’ that Leviné said:’ We Communists are all dead men on suspended sentence’ (Broué, 281)). Harman (1982) quotes Frohlich that the Bavarian Republic started as farce and ended as tragedy. Between 1918 and just 1921, Serge estimated that 15,000 workers were killed. The final defeat of the Bavarian uprising was also a defeat in the belief that the working class would take over in Germany. Although it is not possible to know whether Siegi played any part, though only fifteen, the hope of these heady and turbulent revolutionary months appears to have inspired him and influenced his world view for the rest of his life.20


In the midst of this political turmoil, the KPD was established in Munich in 1919 (Mühldorfer: op.cit) as a loose grouping. But the violent suppression of the “Soviet Republic” in early May 1919 by government troops and the Freikorps squashed the youthful Bavarian KPD (Mühldorfer). The Sparticist leader Max Levien (1885-1937) and the more anarchistically inclined P. Erich (1879-1934) brought their organisations in with the KPD at this point. In 1920, the Independent Socialists, the USPD (see earlier footnote), until then the significantly larger organization, whose stronghold was North Bavaria and who also had a mass base in the local unions, also joined (though one faction refused and later rejoined the SPD). This led temporarily to the KPD having around 200,000 members - but this rapidly declined to around 10,000.


By 1920, the main grouping in Munich had approximately 500 members.21 Nuremberg, a more developed industrial centre, had 3000 members. These two centres sustained the KPD. Despite the apparent militancy of these years, the character of Bavaria, low industrialisation, the lack of a tradition of a working-class movement and its strong nationalist and rural perspectives were not fertile ground. Moreover, many of the leaders of the 1919 uprising had not survived or were in prison, leaving the new movement relatively rudderless (Mühldorfer).


The level of repression against the Communists and others was acute. From 11.11 23 - 14.2.25, the KPD was banned; there was a state of emergency till 10.19.21 and then again from 9.1923 -2. 25, resulting in the right (often implemented) to ban the press and public meetings which led to further restrictions on KPD activities at the local level (Mühldorfer). Members of the KPD were under constant surveillance by the state security and the police.22 The list of the political prisoners at Dachau concentration camp some years later, also reveal a roll call of Communist members from Munich, including some leading cadres during the period between the failed revolution of 1918/19 and 1928.23


Nevertheless, there was a small increase in membership in Munich during the mid-1920s, though in northern Bavaria, the number of members halved. Munich and Augsburg (the two cities Siegi was most connected to) remained the cities where the KPD membership was strongest. The membership of the KPD in Bavaria show a gradual but irregular rise: from 3500 in 1919, 10000 in 1921, then a fall to 5000 in 1923, 7000 in 1926, 6000 in 1930, rising to 10,000 in1931 (and an estimated 15000 in 1932). Despite the ban on the KPD, it was allowed to participate in elections in 1920 and 1924 but the Munich election committees were already working illegally. At least the election of deputies to the Reichstag and the Bavarian state parliament gave them a limited immunity to liaise and organise (Mühldorfer:op cit). The Bavarian state elections between 1920 and 32/33 show a similar pattern:1.7% in 1920 (2 seats), 8.3% in 1924 (10 seats), 3.8% in 1928 (6 seats) and 6.6% in 1932 (9 seats) (Mühldorfer:op cit). By 1924, the KPD got a remarkable 8.3% of the regional vote overall, 16% in Munich, 17.5% in Nuremberg, 11.5% in Augsburg24, partly a result of increasing social impoverishment and unemployment.25


There were also a number of significant KPD associated organisations in Munich. The Young Communists League, led later on by Alfred Andersch (1914-1980), though it was weak, supported Red Aid (see Chapters 3 and 4). (Siegi is only around 20, so quite young enough to have belonged).The League of Struggle against Fascism was banned as a military organisation, as was the Proletarian Freethinkers (another key organisation for Siegi - see Chapter 5) and the community sports Red unit. By the mid-1920’s, there was also the official possibility of being a fellow traveller to the KPD.


There were also the Red Front Fighters (RFB), initially established in Nuremberg and instantly banned (Again, a possible link with Siegi - see Chapter 5). The attempt to set up a Young Red Storm group in Munich also was unsuccessful. An RFB group also existed in Munich, but it was not large. The RFB was constantly being threatened with being banned. In the summer of 1928 there were 14 branches of the RFB with 800 members, 350 of them registered in Nuremberg - apparently the RFB’s job was even then to protect workers’ sports gatherings, Communist meetings and other such events against the SA and the Nazis. They also leafleted and joined the bike caravans around the rural areas of Bavaria advertising the KPD. During the short time of its legal existence, the RFB played an important role, although its membership would have been under 1000 in Bavaria. Especially after the events of 1919, there were regular clashes with right-wing groups, especially in factories and working class neighbourhoods, which they defended against the Nazis.


There were also a series of Communist or aligned papers: Neue Zeitung, the Munich based Red Flag, the “North Bavarian People’s Daily “from 1930 and finally, there were the intermittent productions of the “People’s Will” from September 1919 to April 1922, and ‘Red-Flag Bavaria‘ from October 1921 to May 1923 in Augsburg. This plethora of papers and journals give us some small sense of how broad and lively the communist ‘scene’ in Bavaria was at the time.


As there is no evidence about Siegi’s activities in this period, one can only surmise. But as will be seen in subsequent chapters, Siegi became involved in many of the organisations he will have known about – or encountered - during his time in Munich - the RFB in particular. Another question is whether he felt sympathy with the USPD before it amalgamated into the KPD. In 1918/19, Siegi was only 14/15 but old enough to have got to the declaration of the Soviet in Munich. The USPD was after all the dominant left organisation in Bavaria up till 1920, so Siegi’s introduction to politics was almost certainly via its politics. Did the romance of Toller and the bravery of the USPD during the Munich Soviet and its aftermath capture his youthful imagination? He certainly talked glowingly of Toller, but as a playwright. According to Ken Worpole, Siegi had told him he knew Toller, Ken assumed in Bavaria. Ken’s impression was that this was more than a ‘formal’ acquaintanceship. It is possible therefore that Siegi maintained an attachment to the less ‘Leninist’ politics of the USPD, when he joined the KPD. The USPD contained within it factions with inconsistent tendencies - some looking towards replacing the SPD in the Reichtag, others far more concerned with building it up as a mass party. As will be discussed in the second section of this book, Siegi in his 40’s, was combining (published) left-Keynesian articles with attempts at (unpublished) socialist analysis, in his 60’s, he was combining working for a Labour Government with (unpublished) articles damning the SPD in 1918. Are the tensions in these different positions understandable against the background of an early allegiance to the USPD? Maybe, to again run ahead of ourselves, Siegi’s distancing from the KPD was partly rooted in his early experience of the USPD as a mass party and a consequently more acute awareness of how bureaucratised and unresponsive to its membership the KPD had become by the mid-1930’s, a theme that will be returned to in section 2.


One personal story: my father used to suggest I read B.Traven’s novels. I did, and loved Traven’s vivid depictions of the daily lives and travails of the exploited Mexican and S. American workers. Having grown up with Traven, I was always nonplussed that so few, even on the left, had heard of him. (Indeed, many still haven’t.) So I was fascinated to discover that Traven was a member of the Soviet Republic in Munich, was arrested on May 1 1919, and then imprisoned. He had been publishing a much censored radical/anarchist paper called Ziegelbenner, or Brickmaker/burner, and fled Germany around 1924.26 Siegi will have come across him and/or his writings when he was himself a youth.


In fact, Munich despite being at the heart of reactionary Bavaria, had a flourishing and ‘progressive’ cultural scene, which may also have influenced Siegi’s emphasis on culture as being politically of significance. Rilke, whose poetry my father loved so well, lived and worked intermittently in Munich at the turn of the C19/20th. Thomas Mann, whom my father seemed to detest, also lived in Munich from 1891 to 1933.


Another person Siegi might have come across was Brecht, whom Siegi was to know (and dislike) in Berlin. Brecht was born in Munich in 1898 and lived there till 1924, dates which largely overlap with Siegi’s. Brecht went to school in Augsburg and then enrolled at Munich University in 1917. He became involved in the Workers and Soldiers Council in Augsburg in 1918/19. (Augsburg was also the home of one of Siegi’s rich uncles.) He made frequent rail journeys to Munich to watch and join in the demonstrations there (Rosenhaft: 200627 ). Valentin, an early ‘agit-prop’ artist and clown in Munich, who made fun of employers, influenced Brecht. (Indeed, my parents retained an interest in the clown as a ‘political’ medium.) Brecht later attended lectures in 1928/29 at the Marxist workers college in Berlin, but he never seems to have actually joined the KPD. Even if their paths never crossed, Brecht and Siegi emerged from a similar political/cultural milieu.


The fate of the left in 1923 in Bavaria will be considered in the next section on the rise of the ultra-right. It is impossible to now know in which ways Siegi’s experience of repression, the crucial strategic debates on the revolutionary left or the combinations of different working class and military actions in 1918/19 and subsequent years influenced Siegi but within a short time of arriving in Berlin, he had become a leading cadre, which certainly suggests he was already active and probably known to the KPD.


Bavaria: the birthplace of the Nazis


Bavaria was the birth place and centre of the far-right after 1919. Indeed, its location - next to Austria, its strong tradition of independence from Germany from before 1914, its deeply reactionary politics outside of the main cities and its failure to industrialise suggests that Bavaria was not at all a typical German state.28 But its historical significance to this story (and to future events in Germany) is great as it was here that the Nazi party was founded, and later the SA as an amalgamation of the Nazis with sections of the violently anti-communist Freikorps (Thomas Grant, 2004).29 The precursor of the Nazi party: The Committee for Independent Workmen, was first set up by Drexler in 1918 in Munich. Hitler joined in 1919. Certain policies were already visible - opposition to the Versailles treaty and the new Weimar republic, a belief in the Germans as an Aryan race, and that the Jews were responsible for international capitalism and war profiteering.


In 1919, Drexler was involved in creating the ‘German Workers Party’, an essentially secret organisation, out of the original group and another similar organisation. Hitler, who was stationed in Munich, joined the Party (after a debate about Bavaria joining Austria!). By 1920, partly under Hitler’s guidance, the Party had grown from a few dozen to thousands. It also added ‘National Socialist’ to its title (National Socialist German Workers Party or NSDAP or Nazi Party). By the end of July 1921 (Hoser P.30 ) there were nine local groups in Bavaria, by the end of 1922: 44, and in the rest of Germany, by spring 1922: 56, by 1923, there were 178 groups, a remarkably fast expansion. In 1921, the local group in Munich, the Nazis’ main centre, alone was large enough to be divided into seven sections. By 1923, the Nazis already had an estimated membership of 35,000 in Munich, in Bavaria: 150,000. They already relied on their paramilitary organization SA, when they went into the ‘public’. Serge (165+)31 in his remarkable reports from Munich in 1923 written at the time, quotes a German journalist who succeeded unusually in penetrating Hitler’s premises at this time. Even then, Hitler intended to be the Mussolini of Germany and to march on Saxony to root out Marxism. He anticipated that Prussia would then rise in his support. Hitler was already attacking parliamentarianism for ruining Germany. Marxists were Jews and the Jews were responsible for the impoverishment of the masses and for supporting parliamentarianism (Serge: 213).


The first time that the Nazis as a party entered the public stage in Munich was in the Kapp putsch of March 1920.32 Its aim was the overthrow of Weimar and its government. Kapp, a right wing journalist and politician, received support from one of Germany’s foremost military men, General Ludendorf as well as from the paramilitary Freikorps and many army officers. The military and the Home Guards leadership of the Putsch demanded the Bavarian Government resign.33 Although it is not known how many rallied (Gunther Gerstenberg from Walter Roos 1998, Bavarian archives34 ), there was a call to workers in Munich and Nuremburg to form workers’ militias to counter the Kapp Putsch. The Kapp/Luttwitz Putsch led by the Bavarian Civil Guards and the Freikorps ironically forced the Social Democratic Prime Minister, John Hoffman (1867-1930)35, out of office. So the Kapp Putsch did succeed in Bavaria. But after the Kapp Putsch, both Social Democratic and KPD groups encouraged the formation of workers’ militias and this led to many clashes with the Nazis, including in Nuremberg on 17 March 1920, the murder of more than 20 workers.


While the middle-class had generally been against the Kapp Putsch, the right were growing in strength, particularly in Bavaria, the one region where the Kapp Putsch had had a lasting impact, throwing out a ‘left’ government and putting into power an extreme right government, briefly under von Kahr succeeding Hoffman. It collaborated with the Nazis and welcomed in every far right group who were banned elsewhere (see endnotes).36 Worried at the NSDAP’s growing influence, especially in Bavaria, the German Social Democratic government tried to ban the NSDAP, but the Bavarian state authorities ignored this (Harman, 1997). In March 1921, the KPD called the ill-fated ‘March Action’. Bavaria then called a state of emergency and banned left wing meetings and papers, but not the ultra-right papers which the Federal Government had previously banned. A variety of ultra-right militaristic organisations, with hundreds of thousands of supporters, took to the streets (Price, 16.9.192137 ). Berlin tried to ban the Bavarian emergency, on the grounds that they were exceeding their powers, but essentially failed. In the following couple of years, the Bavarian army high command secretly collaborated with the NSDAP and other paramilitary organisations (Rose 1999 from Price, 23 November 1922).


By 1923, the ultra-right in Bavaria was holding power. Van Knilling, the Bavarian Prime minister, had opposed the overthrow of both the German monarchy and of the home-grown Bavarian monarch.38 He and his government loathed the federal Social Democratic government and in effect declared semi-autonomy. Rumours of repeated Nazi putsches rocked Munich. Storm troopers marched through Munich and beat up people they disliked. They did not discriminate between the Social Democrats and the KPD; indeed members of the SPD even manned the barricades in response (Landauer, 195939 ).


Information on the political turbulence of 1923 can be found elsewhere (see Price in particular). But, briefly, in Munich, the shock waves of the French occupation of the Ruhr had led to a variety of trade-union organisations campaigning to refuse to handle Ruhr coal. To quote from Price’s dispatch of 5 April 1923 (155): Armed Reichswehr troops wearing steel helmets and with a hint of a goose-step in their marching passed. A cluster of…Swastika wearers roaring ‘To Hell with the French beasts!’ ‘Down with the Jews!’ Hitler’s shock troops were daily parading through Munich. Price adds, however, that what united the right was their common purpose to fight organised labour.


Following on from the strikes and revolts in parts of Germany in early/mid 1923,40 the federal military leadership had declared an emergency ban on demonstrations. But in Bavaria, explicitly anti-Semitic fascist organisations were openly organising and mobilising, unchecked locally or by the national government, to the degree where Serge, an astute observer, saw them as organising for civil war (Serge, 99/100). To quote Serge, 23.9.23, from his International Correspondence: ‘Fascist Bavaria has thus in no uncertain terms put itself at the head of the movement of protest by the bourgeoisie …’


Price in his January 23rd 1922 dispatch talked of how in Bavaria, from 1921, there was a systematic anti-Semitic campaign (which Price sees as a capitalist conspiracy) by a group called the Constitution Council: ‘With them, Jews are vermin’. Price sees this anti-Semitism as inspiring the murders of Rathenau (see earlier footnote) and Erzberger (see above). This organisation, which Price saw as even to the right of the fascists, also organised against workers’ centres, Jewish shopkeepers, and plundered banks and mail trains.


Another early example of the strength of the ultra-right in September 1923 was the so called ‘German Day’ in Nuremberg. “German Day” was established as a deliberate provocation to the “red” city workers, in part a response to the attempt to organise a soviet. 100,000s of supporters turned up, including Hitler, Goring, Streicher and Ludendorf. Serge (116) quotes Captain Heis, addressing a fascist meeting on September 23rd in Augsburg (where Siegi’s uncle had his distillery): ‘The time has come for rifles, machine-guns and…cannons [for civil war]. The Bavarian fist will resolve in Berlin the problem of German liberty.’ The Nazi rally was met with resistance and, according to the sources, there was much blood.41


Von Kahr, on whom the Bavarian government had conferred dictatorial powers, declared martial law and was expected to reach a deal with Hitler and Ludendorf: to strike at Bolshevism and ‘to wring the neck of Ebert’s republic’ (Serge).42 The federal government’s response, under (the ‘Marxist’) Stresemann, was to declare martial law throughout the country (Serge, 115/116).


The Coalition government’s espoused aim may have been to curb the Bavarian government but it was the ultra-right who benefited from martial law - in Bavaria strikes were banned and the death penalty threatened for acts of sabotage. In October 1923, the next conflict erupted when the Nazis prepared for their “March on Berlin”, inspired by Mussolini’s success in Italy, with Munich as its base. The demand was for Chancellor Stresemann’s resignation.43


Then at the beginning of November 1923, the Nazis used a patriotic rally in a Munich beer hall to launch an abortive putsch, demanding the regional and national governments, including President Ebert, stand down and the establishment of a right-wing dictatorship, otherwise Bavarian troops would march on the capital in order to install Hitler, von Kahn and Ludendorff. Most of the members of the Bavarian government were there (Price). It was backed by around 600 armed storm troopers. With Hitler, were already Rohm of the Bavarian army, Goring, Hess and others, including General Ludendorf. Fascist forces mobilised for 1 million to march on Berlin, supported by the Stadhelms’ five thousand local groups (Serge, 203pp). The next morning, they gathered something between 2000-3000 supporters to march through Munich. The troops opened fire and 16 Nazis were killed. In the few hours when the fascists held Munich, they ransacked the SPD editorial office, the home of the SPD local leader and arrested, with the intent to execute, the KPD and SPD councillors (Serge, 269pp). Hitler and others were sentenced for treason but received light sentences. The leniency with which the plotters were treated contrasts with the extreme severity of the sentences, including execution, of those on the left who had been arrested.44


It seems exceedingly unlikely that Siegi would not have been aware of the rapid growth of the extreme right and of the composition of their leadership. Certainly, he talked to me and Richard Kirkwood of the Bier-kellers of Munich, of the gatherings of the early Nazi boot-boys, and of how important it was to understand that the Nazi thugs presented a popular ‘socialist’ programme to appeal to the ‘masses’ but, as was his wont, did not refer to his own involvement. My guess is that he spotted early on that the contradictory nature of the Nazi party-both appealing to the worker but also to German nationalism and the bourgeois right. He used to tell me: Always remember what the name ‘Nazi’ stands for: National Socialist. Siegi’s understanding of Nazism was rooted in his time in Bavaria.


Despite much effort and the help of the Bavarian library archives, it has not been possible to find any political trace of Siegi till his arrival in Berlin. But Siegi will have been deeply affected by the cauldron of revolutionary and Nazi activity in Munich, the unusual level of early political repression, and will have developed roots in Munich’s rich cultural seed bed. The person who arrived in Berlin in 1928 was about to become an active anti-Nazi and revolutionary and at a minimum his experiences in Bavaria had helped form his future politics.


By 1928, it might have looked as if the worst of the political earthquakes which had almost consumed the Weimar Republic, were over. After the ferment of 1918-23 and the following years of economic depression and stagflation, the economic and political situation had stabilised. In 1928, the NSDAP picked up a mere 2.6% in the Reichstag elections. But the 1929 Wall street crash finally upset the Weimar apple-cart (Hobsbawm, 2003), just in time for Siegi’s arrival in Berlin.
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26. Nobody is sure who Traven was, as this was a pseudonym and after his German experiences, he seems to have become a bit of a recluse, but he was almost certainly Ret Maput. After he had escaped Germany, his book ‘White Rose’ was published in 1929, a condemnation of capitalism; it is thought its name may have inspired the heroic anti-Nazi ‘White Rose’ group (June 1942-February 1943), who were based at Munich university. A final twist for me is that one of the leading experts on Traven, Michael Baumann, turns out to have been my second cousin on my mother’s side.


27. Rosenhaft Eve: Brecht’s Germany 1898-1933 in Brecht ed Thompson P and Sacks G.


28. After a serious flirtation with its neighbour, Catholic Austria, in the C19th, Bavaria joined Germany, but managed to retain, nominally anyway, its own army, post and railways. The demand of independence from the German republic was even used to support their demands by the leaders of the Munich Soviet in 1918/19, such as Eisner.


29. Grant, Stormtroopers and the crisis in the Nazi movement: activism, ideology and dissolution


30. Hoser, National Socialist German Workers Party, 1920-23, accessed 11.10.10 http://www.historisches-lexikon-bayerns.de/suche/abfrage?type=volltext&schnellsuche=Hoser&x=-163&y=-209


31. Serge, Witness to the German Revolution


32. Hermann Ehrhardt was one of the leaders of the Putsch and was to be involved in the murder of the Jewish cabinet minister Rathenau in 1922 (a distant relative of Siegi’s wife, Lotte). The Social-Democrat Noske defending Ehrhardt re the Putsch argued for him that he had formed an elite corps which had been highly useful in suppressing Bolshevism. Ehrhardt was sent to prison but escaped, with official collusion (I Birchall’s notes in Serge, 1997).


33. Bavaria was not their main target - the ultra-right organised an attempted military coup in Berlin, when sections of the military moved on Berlin (and Ebert et al fled) and were ultimately defeated by the trade-unions and workers declaring a general strike. Kapp was ousted and the Social Democratic government then took back the reins of power, only to attack the forces which had protected them.


34. Roos, Die Rote Armee der Bayerischen Räterepublik in München 1919, (The Red Army of the Bavarian Soviet Republic in Munich 1919, Heidelberg 1998 Accessed 10.10.10 http://www.historisches-lexikon-bayerns.de/artikel/artikel_44654 (12/11/2009)


35. Hoffman, who had been a SPD deputy to the Reichstag before WW1, was Bavarian minister of education/culture under PM Kurt Eisner after the November 1918 revolution (when he removed the Bavarian schooling system from the supervision of the church - another possible ideological link to Siegi’s later interest in the Freethinkers). Hoffman became elected Bavarian President. The Soviet ousted him, but he returned to Munich in 1919 after the crushing of the soviets and briefly resumed being President.


36. Price writes of Bavaria in January 1923 to Labour Monthly that Bavaria was the area most removed from normal ‘traffic’, where the workers were sparse and scattered and not generally politically effective, the peasants had become landowning junckers, and were ‘boorish, superstitious…and politically backward’. It was a situation easily exploitable by the ultra-right and the army high command.


37. Price, Dispatches from the Weimar Republic, ed Tania Rose


38. Crown Prince Rupprecht would have been heir to the Bavarian monarchy, abolished in 1918.


39. Landauer, European Socialism


40. The tumultuous months of 1923 when the revolutionary left finally decided to go for revolution is not considered here as it did not impact directly on Bavaria. For those interested, a good starting point is Harman’s The Lost Revolution. For those interested in more detail, go to Broué.


41. Bavaria was not unique. In other parts of Germany, the fascists were taking on the left such as at Jena where the fascists and municipal police together killed demonstrators. In Halle, the fascists of the stadhelm attacked a left newspaper office (Serge).


42. One month later, von Kahr declared himself to be a temporary replacement for the Bavarian king!


43. The Stresemann’s government’s response was typically – but tragically - to attack the left at this point, not the fascists. Stresseman only lasted from August to November 1923.


44. The causes of the Putsch’s failure falls outside this narrative but Serge essentially suggests that the bourgeoisie and rich industrialists (some of whom were already financing it) took fright, at least for the time being.






Chapter 4


1918 - 1933 Political Background to the KPD


Siegi’s time in the KPD in Germany was relatively brief - as far as we know from 1929/30 to 1933 but it was at the centre of his life for those four years and framed his thinking for the rest of his life. It is worth first reminding ourselves of the position of the KPD as a backdrop to Siegi’s activities up till 1933. A brief glimpse into the twists and turns of the KPD are a necessary prelude to understanding Siegi’s political choices and activities; moreover given that we will find Siegi actively resisting the Nazis, it is worth providing a background to enable us to analyse in subsequent chapters how his activities followed - or failed to follow - a KPD line. In a period of political and economic turmoil, the faction fighting around the KPD took on a far more than normal significance - its bare bones are summarised (and simplified) below. (For readers interested in the alphabet soup of different grouplets whose internecine feuding was to determine all our fates, keep an eye on this chapter’s endnotes and the appendices.)


The threat from the National Socialist German Workers Party (NSDAP) in Berlin in the years up to 1928/29 was growing, but was vastly outnumbered by the left and was largely unobserved. We do not know the membership of the newly established NSDAP Berlin branch, but by 1926, the NSDAP were beginning to draw people from right wing paramilitary organisations and right wing athletics clubs, as well as campaigning amongst the ever increasing numbers of unemployed (Rosenhaft, 1983:18). Already in 1927, hundreds of the SA had the confidence to confront a carload of the Rotfrontkämpferbund (RFB or Red Front) following a Nazi meeting at Trebbin, close to Berlin (Rosenhaft, 1983:18).


By early 1929, the SA in Berlin had a membership of about 800. By comparison, the membership of the KPD in 1927 in Berlin was greater: 15,000, one tenth of German membership (Rosenhaft, 1983:11), the RFB in 1929: 11,000 (Rosenhaft, 1983:18). The left far outnumbered the right - which contributed to the KPD’s failure to pay them sufficient attention. In the 1928 elections, the Nazis only received a very small proportion of the Berlin vote (nationally 2.6% against the KPD with 10.6% and the SDP with almost 30%). Two years later, in 1930, the Nazis gained 18.3% and in 1932 their share nationally had risen to 37.3%, though ‘only’ 30% in Berlin (Rosenhaft, 1983:19). (In the November 1932 election, the Nazis lost votes, creating further illusions.) This was the context against which KPD policy needs to be assessed.


1918-1928


Any observer would have predicted that, if any country were to move towards socialism, then Germany would be the first. By the early 1900s, the SPD (Social-Democratic Party of Germany) was already both the biggest Socialist Party in the world and the main opposition in Germany. It had been founded by associates of Marx and Engels and held a formally Marxist position of class struggle and the need for the overthrow of capitalism. However, many of its leading figures were already committed to a ‘reformist’ perspective. Dating back to its founders’ opposition to the 1870 Franco-Prussian War one of its key principles was never to vote for the military budget. The SPD vote for war credits in August 1914 led eventually to the split in 1917 with a pro-peace, if not anti-war, minority. This formed the Independent SPD (USPD) and alongside them a number of hard-line and actively anti-war revolutionary groupings, principally the Spartacus League around the leading theoretician Rosa Luxemburg and the former leader of the SPD youth, Karl Liebknecht. These groupings came together in December 1918 under the leadership of the Spartacists to form the new German Communist Party (KPD), which became the biggest and most influential Communist Party outside the Soviet Union. Germany was seen by most revolutionaries as the key to the success or otherwise of the Russian, indeed the world, revolution. In this sense Siegi was an important participant in one of the most important struggles in world history.
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