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Preface

I will never write a book again. This whole process was just exhausting. It was no fun.

Fortunately, with Martin Monath I found a subject who kept me enthusiastic for several years. More than that: I fell in love. There is no academic distance here – I’m an avowed “Monte” fanboy. It is a bit embarrassing to admit how often I clapped with joy while typing on my laptop in a café, or how often I started crying while scribbling in my notebook on the subway.

Why did I fall in love with Viktor, the man of many pseudonyms? Of course I was impressed when I first heard of him: A Jewish Berliner built communist cells in the Nazi army? I have shared his Trotskyist convictions since I was young. But I also find Viktor fascinating because he seems like the exact opposite of me. Viktor always put on a brave face to motivate those around him – I, in contrast, feel compelled to share my neurotic fears. I’m doing it again right now!

This book started as an attempt to make an annotated reprint of the newspaper Arbeiter und Soldat. A French translation had appeared in 1978, an English one in 2008, and a partial Spanish one in 2016 – but the original text in German had not been available until I published it last year. For this project, I intended to write a very short introduction about the newspaper’s editor. Quickly I discovered that all the available biographical texts offered different “real” names for Viktor – and none of these could be found in the Berlin archives.

I had to dig deeper and deeper. By the time I had finally confirmed the name Martin Monath, after months of searching, I had gathered so much material about the person that I had no choice but to write a book. You will see: This story had to be told. The Trotskyist historian Rodolphe Prager collected lots of materials about Viktor, but it seems he never wrote anything specifically about him. Without his research in the 1970s and 1980s, as well as investigations by Jakob Moneta, Rudolf Segall, and others, this work would not have been possible.

A half-year stay in Mexico City gave me the serenity I needed to write, partially freed from the endless hassles of revolutionary praxis. During my stay I read a book by Argentinean Trotskyist Adolfo Gilly on the Mexican Revolution. He wrote that book in Lecumberri Prison. In the preface he remarked: “Without these years in prison, revolutionary activity would have left me without opportunities nor time nor means for this task.”* I feel similarly.

I did most of the writing in the hundreds of Starbucks stores in this gargantuan city. The book would never have been finished without this inexpensive workplace including a regular supply of caffeine. To complete the last few lines, I sat down in the garden of a house in Coyoacán where Leon Trotsky spent his final years. I see the “green strip of grass” that Trotsky described in his testament. Thinking of Viktor’s example, I have to agree that life can be beautiful. Since I will only write one book, I am glad it is this one.

A book is never the work of a single person. Many relatives, friends and comrades have also fallen in love with Monte. I would like to thank Naomi Baitner for the stories about an uncle she was never able to meet, and Heidi Sow for the commemorative stone in the sidewalk in Kreuzberg; Angela R. for deciphering the Sütterlin script that was completely illegible to me, and Ursula Martin-Newe and Gertrud Jewan for translations from French; Anton Dannat and Peter Behrens for important tips from the archives of Trotskyism; Marcel Bois and Ralf Hoffrogge for lots of technical pointers for historians; Yossi Bartal and Dror Dayan for translations from Hebrew as well as insights about Zionism; Oskar Huber, Kathrin Kirschner, Stefan Schneider, Neal W., Jana Schröder, Sarah R., and Bethany C. for feedback on the manuscript; and many other people who made this book possible.



* Adolfo Gilly, La Revolución Interrumpida (México: Ediciones El Caballito 1971), 3 (our translation).


Life is not an easy matter … You cannot live through it without falling into prostration and cynicism unless you have before you a great idea which raises you above personal misery, above weakness, above all kinds of perfidy and baseness.†



† Leon Trotsky, Trotsky’s Diary in Exile: 1935 (London: Faber and Faber, 1958), 68.
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Martin grew up around the Mariannenplatz in the Berlin neighborhood of Kreuzberg.

Map: Nathaniel Flakin.
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Dreaming of the European Union of Socialist Council Republics.

Photographer unknown, from the private archive of Naomi Baitner.




PART I

MARTIN MONATH


1

Introduction

1.1. Almost Like a Tarantino Movie

It is late 1943 in Brittany in north-western France. For three years the population has been suffering under the Nazis’ increasingly brutal occupation regime. In the city of Brest, however, there are astounding scenes of fraternization: Young French workers and equally young German soldiers greet each other with raised fists.1 An illegal newspaper reports from Kerhuon, ten kilometers from Brest: “On August 6, German soldiers marched through the city and sang the Internationale,” the anthem of the revolutionary workers’ movement.2 Between 25 and 50 German soldiers from the Brest garrison had organized themselves into illegal internationalist cells.3 They obtained identification cards and weapons for the French résistance. They felt so confident that they began to ignore the basic rules of conspiracy. They met in groups of ten. “It was madness,” recalled their comrade André Calvès, decades later.4

At the end of the First World War, millions of German soldiers were infected with socialist ideas. They marched through Germany’s streets with rifles and red flags, demanding a republic based on workers’ councils. In contrast, the Wehrmacht, the German army of the Second World War, appears monolithic – fanatical down to the last man. This widespread perception makes it fascinating to see dozens of soldiers from the Brest garrison organized in the spirit of socialist revolution. Their enthusiasm – which quickly led to exuberance – cost them their lives. On October 6, 1943, ten (or perhaps 17) of them were shot, together with French activists.5 The files from the Reichskriegsgericht (Reich Court Martial) cannot be found.6 Yet the judges surely wondered: Where had the young Landser (soldiers) gotten such strange ideas?

These soldiers were guided by a strategic vision: The war would lead to a German and European revolution, similar to what happened in 1918–19. This was the perspective in the newspaper Arbeiter und Soldat (German: Worker and Soldier), whose first issue appeared in July 1943. In Brest, the 23-year-old postman Robert Cruau, a local official of the Internationalist Workers Party (POI), distributed the newspaper to German soldiers. Yet Cruau did not write the articles himself. The newspaper was inspired by Leon Trotsky, the exiled leader of the Russian Revolution and founder of the Fourth International. By this time, however, Trotsky had been buried under the soil of Coyoácan, Mexico, for more than three years. The political leader of this illegal newspaper and conspiratorial network of German soldiers was a 31-year-old Berliner living in a house in the 14th arrondissement (district) of Paris. His comrades knew him as “Viktor.”

In his free time, Viktor attended classical music concerts in Paris. His housemate asked if it bothered him – as a Jew – to be surrounded by Nazi officers. “I don’t see them at all,” Viktor replied, “I only hear Beethoven.”7 Imagining Viktor in a Parisian concert hall, one involuntarily thinks of the climax of the film Inglourious Basterds by Quentin Tarantino. But unlike Eli Roth’s Bärenjude and his fictitious comrades, Viktor didn’t want to fight against the Nazis with a bomb. He was aiming for a revolutionary uprising of the working masses.

Viktor’s appearance must have seemed like a cliché from an antisemitic fever dream: Slender build, high forehead, hooked nose, wide ears and such shabby clothes that friends later recalled him as a “sort of predecessor of today’s hippies.”8 Viktor was poor but well educated: He studied mathematics, composed music, wrote plays, and also worked on a farm for a year to learn about agriculture, while lecturing on Marxist theory. He was rootless, without a native land. He lived where he could serve the revolution. He had taken on the task of subverting the Wehrmacht because his native tongue was German. As an adult, he additionally taught himself Hebrew, Polish, and French. Learning a new language is like a “second birth,” he wrote enthusiastically to his brother.9

Viktor was a revolutionary. For years he fought for a mixture of Jewish nationalism and utopian socialism as a leader of the Zionist youth movement. But shortly before the outbreak of the war, he became an internationalist communist. Soon he was elected a leading member of the Fourth International in Europe. Viktor stood up for the rights of the Jews – but also for the rights of ordinary German soldiers whom he hoped to win over for the cause of revolution. When he was arrested and tortured by the French police, they asked him if he was Jewish. His answer: “I’m proud of it.”10 At 31, he was executed – twice.

In the 1970s, his childhood friend Paul Ehrlich tried to collect testimonies about Viktor. This work is like a “jigsaw puzzle,” he wrote, “because each person only remembers a small piece.”11 Today, several decades later, the problem is significantly more complicated. Using as much information as is ever likely to be available, this book presents a reconstruction of this short life in the service of revolution.

1.2. In the Jungle of Pseudonyms

The historian Wolfgang Abendroth wrote about Richard Müller, the leading figure of the Revolutionary Stewards during the German November Revolution: “Then all traces of him are lost to history.”12 With Viktor, we have the opposite problem: The circumstances of his death are fairly well documented but the further we try to follow his revolutionary career backwards, the blurrier the traces become. Even his real name was hard to ascertain – a result of so much of his life spent underground. More than 30 years after his death, Viktor’s comrade Ernest Mandel praised his courage: “He was far from impressed by the Germans. […] He already had long experience of clandestine activities.”13

Many names have been passed down for Viktor. The Thalmanns, who shared a house with him in Paris in 1943–4, ended their recollections of him with the sentence: “Viktor’s real name was: Paul Wittlin.”14 But that was neither his first nor his last name. In the biography of Ernest Mandel, as in other sources, we find a different spelling: “Paul Widelin.”15 In two obituaries published in the US Trotskyist newspaper The Militant in 1946, he was called “Martin Widelin.”16 One of these articles was a translation from the French Trotskyist paper La Verité, except there he was called “Marcel Widelin.”17 Rudolf Segall, who was active with Viktor in the early 1930s, named him in a 2006 interview: “Martin Monat.”18 This name has been used more consistently in recent years.19

Since 2016 there has been a commemorative stone (Stolperstein) in front of the Muskauer Straße 24 in the Berlin neighborhood of Kreuzberg. The inscription reads: “Martin Monath, born 1912.”20 However, no official records can be found under that name.21 Only under yet another name was he known to the Berlin authorities – we will return to this question later. For now we can say: Viktor was born as Martin Ludwig Monath in 1913.22 In this work, we will use the name that Viktor himself used at each stage of his life: first Martin, then Monte, then Viktor.
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