Hans Hirsch, life and writing
Donald Hirsch September 2025, with lots of help from Tim

We recently came across a large set of papers of Hans Hirsch. Here is a brief summary of his
remarkable life and writing. | have kept a paper folder of a selection of his articles and letters,
and included some of them in this document to reflect themes.
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A short summary of Hans’s life

Johann “Hans” Hirsch was born in Vienna in 1896 into a well-off Jewish family, with origins in
different parts of the Austro-Hungarian empire. His father Henri (Heinrich) Hirsch was born in
Novi Sad, now in Serbia; while his mother, born Margarethe Gerstl, came originally from Prague.
We got some idea of the extent of the family’s wealth when seeing the brochure for the auction
of the contents of their flat before his father left Vienna in 1936 - their estimated value added up
to £1.31 million in 2025 money.

Hans had two younger brothers: Friedrich (Fritz), born in 1899, who died tragically young at the
age of 10; and Stephan, 22 years Hans’s junior, who changed his name to Steven Hudson while
serving in special forces for the British during World War 2. Hans studied agricultural economics
at Vienna’s agricultural university (Universitat fur Bodenkultur), where he achieved a doctorate.
In the late 1910s and 1920s he left his socially conventional background behind, following the
cause of socialism in the heady days of ‘Red Vienna’, and marrying Bettina Sperling, who had a
similarly rebellious outlook (which Bettina said caused disapproval from her mother in law).

While initially applying some of his knowledge in industry (for example working as an economist
in a sugar factory in the early 1920s), Hans was soon involved in trade union politics, and
became a journalist on the Arbeiter Zeitung (Workers’ Paper), the vehicle of the Austrian Social
Democratic party. After the authoritarian ‘Austro-fascist’ regime suppressed a socialist uprising
in early 1934, Hans was involved in producing an underground version of the paper, but the
party and its newspaper eventually went into exile in Czechoslovakia. Bettina went ahead to
London to investigate options to set up a new life there, while Hans and their two young
children, Anni (b 1929) and Fritz/Fred (b1931), remained in Vienna. After Hans was briefly
imprisoned by the regime, he followed Bettina to London with the children at the end of 1934,
and the family settled in England. In 1936, following the death of his mother, Hans’s father Henri
and younger brother Stephan (Steven), then aged 18, joined Hans and Bettina in London.

In London, they lived initially in Harley Road, near Swiss Cottage, with Hugh Gaitskell (see
below), and in 1938 or 1939 moved to 72 Canfield Gardens, where they set up a boarding house
which helped them make a living, alongside Hans’s earnings from freelance journalism.

We had not heard much about Hans when growing up, and | had a picture of him as a detached
figure writing lots of Socialist tracts in German, cut off from his roots. Nothing could be further
from the truth. He wrote prolifically both in German and, increasingly, in perfect and indeed
elegant English, and was published widely in British trade union papers and general
publications including the New Statesman (often under pseudonyms, including Austriacus,
Peer John and Hugh Jones). His writings were highly pertinent to the unfolding situation in the UK
in the 1930s and early 40s, centring on various key themes.

Writing themes

Hans’s writing during the mid-1930s focused in particular on what was going on in Austria. In
this role, Hans was clearly more than just a journalist — he had close links with the Austrian
Social Democratic Party in exile and describes himselfas being its co-organiser in London. He
had a particular mission to draw the attention of the British establishment and especially the UK
Labour Party to the suppression of trade unions and the plight of social democrats remaining in
Austria, many of them personal friends of the Hirsches, who were locked up as political
prisoners by the Austro-fascist regime of Kurt Schuschnigg, and eventually the German Nazis
after Austria was annexed in 1938.




His writings also warned, correctly, of the domino effect of central European countries falling to
the Nazis, with part and then all of Czechoslovakia being annexed, before the invasion of Poland
triggered war in Europe. As described below, this brought Hans into regular contact with
influential figures on the British Left.

Hans had to fight an uphill battle to get the Austrian situation taken seriously, even by the British
Left, let alone by the wider establishment. Indifference to Austria, in 1935, is illustrated in this
letter from the League for Industrial Democracy in New York explaining why Hans’s articles were
not being published: Austria was clearly seen as a backwater to what was going on in Europe,
especially in Italy and Germany.

In the UK, while many of the publications (especially trade union journals) rejected Hans’s
articles due to space limitations, many others were published.

While Hans’s most distinctive contribution was to expose political persecution in Austria, he
also wrote eloquently about the more general plight of refugees, and inevitably of what was
happening to the Jews in the 1930s and 40s. The outstanding example of this that we found was
this 1939 manuscript (it appears unpublished) of an eloquent essay of how the dispersal of Jews
at that time differed from previous diaspora experiences. Previously whole communities had
been moved on to another country; now, not just communities but families were being torn
apart, because of the ways in which travel to new countries was being restricted. Much of this
has amazing resonance with the difficulties faced by the displaced communities of the world in
2025, including references to refugees resorting to use of overcrowded and unsafe ships! The
article is well worth a read, if only to admire the eloquence of a man not writing in his first
language.

Another significant theme of Hans’s writings, which became more prominent in the 1940s after
the outbreak of war, concerns the role of socialism as an alternative to Nazism. Hans hoped
that the German proletariat would rise up against the dictatorship, and encouraged the British
government to stimulate this, e.g. by dropping leaflets behind enemy lines. Later, he wrote
about his hopes for Austrian socialism after the war. While he did not live to see it, a state
centred around a broadly social democratic consensus did in fact dominate Austria from the
1940s until at least the 1980s, and Bettina played a significant role in this following her return to
Viennain 1947.

It is worth noting that although Hans considered himself a socialist, and wrote about the
possible rising up of the proletariat in authoritarian countries, he made clear his firm opposition
to the dictatorship in the Soviet Union, most notably when it betrayed its cynicism by allying
with Hitler in 1939. Indeed, in writing about the future “after Hitler”, his big fear was Soviet-style
authoritarianism (“national Bolshevism” replacing “national Socialism”), which of course
proved a well-founded fear for neighbouring countries such as Hungary and Czechoslovakia, if
not for Austria itself. His widow Bettina witnessed this first hand as she watched the Soviet
tanks roll into Budapestin 1956.

Finally, itis clear that Hans was not concerned just with abstract ideas or grand movements, but
took a close interest in the minutiae of what was going on in the world. He had a regular column
in the Railway Review (a trade union newspaper), of all places, called “This odd world”, with
hundreds of little two-sentence reports which would have fit well in the Twitter age. Here is an
example from one issue.



Living in the UK

We don’t have much by way of description of Hans’s daily life in the UK, but some interesting
information on some aspects. The thing that stands out most is the close links between Hans’s
family and members of the UK labour movement — people who were at that time relatively
young, but went on to be well known names. This all started in 1933-34, when Hugh Gaitskell
spent the academic year on a scholarship grant at the University of Vienna. Then a young
economistinvolved in workers’ education, and later leader of the Labour party, he built links
with the Austrian Social Democrats just at the time of their suppression, and was active in
helping many of them to leave the country. Having got to know Hans in Vienna, Gaitskell
appears to have helped the family when they first came to London, and indeed they shared a
rented house with Gaitskell and his wife for four years in Harley Road. Many of Hans’s letters
about what was going on in Austria are addressed to Gaitskell, but the connection was clearly
personal and not just political. Indeed, this remarkable letter written to Bettina by Gaitskell’s
wife Dora after he died in 1963, aged 56 and on the brink of a Labour victory that would have
made him prime minister, underlines just how close the link was.

Other names that crop up in this period include another future Labour leader, Michael Foot, a
young journalist on the Evening Standard who Hans asked to help get his Jewish refugee article
published. And in 1937 he wrote to a former Labour leader, George Lansbury, asking him for
support in taking up the persecution of social democrats in a trip Lansbury was planning to
Vienna (see letter in linked archive).

Hans used his links with the Labour Party not just to promote awareness but also to raise
material help from Labour members for imprisoned Austrian Socialists and their families-
establishing the “Austrian Socialist Relief Organisation” with Gaitskell and others. Later, shortly
after the war ended (after Hans’s death in 1944), the north London Labour Party organised food
parcels for people in Vienna, where material conditions were dire. Members were asked for
contributions of one pound two shillings per parcel. Bettina was closely involved, and kept
correspondence from subscribers, which happened to include a rather familiar name from the
British left.

The correspondence includes people like Edith Tudor-Hart, an Austrian-born photographer who
was later exposed as a KGB spy who helped recruit Philby, Burgess and McLean (but there was
never any hint that Hans was attracted to the Soviet cause). Tudor-Hart later produced a
beautiful photo portrait of Anni as a young girl, which she kept in her living room for the rest of
her life. In making an appeal for signatures in support of Austrian detainees, Hans also wrote to
such luminaries as George Bernard Shaw, HG Wells and Harold Laski.

Hans’s letters indicate a supportive engagement with his adopted country, despite being
subject to various restrictions. He was interned on the Isle of Man for a few weeks as an “enemy
alien” in summer 1940, yet less than a year earlier he had written to Gaitskell following up on an
earlier remark by Gaitskell that refugees might be utilised to help with the war effort, and
offering to use his networks to muster Austrian refugees. (We don’t have any documents
showing if this was followed up, though Gaitskell played a key role as a senior civil servantin the
Ministry of Economic Warfare from 1940 onwards). It appears that Hans’s brother Steven’s
enlistmentin the Pioneer Corps of the Army as a ‘friendly enemy alien’ exempted him from
internment.



Hans had a temporary job at the Luxembourg embassy early on in the war, but as this was
coming to an end, expressed his willingness to do something directly useful like work in a
munitions factory (again, no sign this actually happened). Atthe same time, his “enemy alien”
status continued to have implications, most particularly for travel. He needed permission from
the police to travel away from his registered address, including for example for a trip to St
Albans, to where Anni’s school in Parliament Hill had been evacuated.

Hans died suddenly of a stroke in 1944. He was 47, about 9 months older than his son Fred was
when he died of motor neurone disease 34 years later.



Hans self-profile, 1938

Introduction for a talk he was to give at a workers’ education college
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Selected documents
Trade unions in Austria, 1936

This article in a UK trade union paper (NUDAW, a predecessor of USDAW) draws attention to
how difficult it was for unions under fascist regimes, and describes aspects of their
persecution. (See document 2 for more details of treatment of prisoners)
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_AUSTRIA’S TRADE UNIONISM—
UNDERGROUND

underground, seccretly, the members being

By “ AUSTRIACUS '

T was immediately after the Austrian

workers’ defeat in February, 1934, that the
best and most courageous men among the
officials and members of the then dissolved
Free Trade Unions decided to defy the Fascist
Government’s ban, and to continue their work
in the interest of the Austrian working class.

This work, indeed, had now become more
necessary than ever before. For the Austrian
workers had been left without any genuine
representation or protection. ‘True,  Unified
Trade Unions” (U.U.) were established by
Government’s decree to replace the freely-
elected workers’ organisations, but from the
very beginning they were regarded with the
utmost distrust. The Free Trade Unions had
been erected by the workers in continuous
struggle with the Government and the em-
ployers. The new unions were imposed on the
workers by the Government with the enthusi-
astic consent of the employers !

TOOLS OF THE GOVERNMENT

Experience soon justified the workers’ dis-
trust. The onslaught on wages and working
conditions in general which soon followed the
destruction of democracy and genuine trade
unionism - remained unchecked by these so-
called ““ Unions.” They were recognised in
their true nature as nothing but tools in the
Government’s hand to control all workers’
activities.

For months their extensive staff of Govern-
ment’s nominees was left practically without
any members ! Not until the Government, the
authorities, and the employers themselves
had wused strong pressure, and even brutal
terror, did any considerable number of workers
join these mock unions. But even then the
great majority remained outside, Among
those who had been forced to join, the desire
for true trade unionistic organisation was
undiminished.

Thus the work of the brave trade unionists
who did not surrender to Government control
found a strong appeal. Of course, their work
was strictly forbidden ; it had to be carried on

constantly on the alert against the police and
Fascist informers. It was illegal work, but ]a;s
democratic legality had been destroyed by t :
Fascist usurpers, this | illegal activity Jusf
inspired confidence among the workers.

Among the railwaymen as well as among the
metal workers, among printers, shop assistants,
tram drivers and conductors, woodworkers,
warehousemen, even among the landwgrkers——-
in nearly all trades and industries the
“Illegals ” managed to establish contact, to
organise cells, to enrol members. They collect
their dues secretly, they whisper their paroles
from mouth to mouth.

| UNDERGROUND ACTIVITIES

Their activities, of course, are somewhat
different from the familiar trade union work
in free countries. There cannot be collective
bargaining mnor interventions with the em-
ployers, and also the relief work cannot be
built up on a large scale to provide for old-
age pensions and so on. Relief work serves
the immediate purpose of helping the victim-
ised comrades, sometimes also to finance
strikes which under Fascism cannot be but wild
strikes.

On the whole, however, it is a genuine trade
unionistic work which the ““ Illegals *’ undertake,
in so far as it is directed to protect the
economic interests of the workers, and this is
of added importance in a Fascist State, ruled by
the interests of the big landlords and large-scale
capitalists.

But the means to attain this goal must be
adequate to the difficult conditions under an
arbitrary dictatorship. Under Fascism there
is not,'as in democratic countries, compara-
tively fair play for the workers’ activities.
Most ruthlessly they are suffocated by every
device of accumulated economic and political
power. ‘Therefore, every means of struggle
against that oppression must be utilised by the
workers. Thus the  Illegals” succeeded in
creating chaotic trouble among their enemies
by issuing leaflets and papers which most
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Description of plight of political prisoners, 1936

While articles such as the previous one talk about political persecution in fairly general terms,
this unpublished one is the most graphic about actual prisoner conditions, including an
amazingly early description of “concentration camps”, though used in the sense of rounding up
and isolating political troublemakers, not the later Nazi context of extermination.
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Fascism over Europe, 1938
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ate country, after four years of bitter | begun. In its surrender, too, the
and by no means entirely unsuccess- | whole vast area between the Rhine
ful struggle against the perty tyran- | and the Black Sea with its numer-




Letter showing Austria considered a backwater, 1935 Sent from the from the
League for Industrial Democracy in New York, June 1935. Note the reference to Hans knowing
Jennie Lee, Aneurin Bevan’s wife.
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The modern diaspora, 1939 - a powerful article about why Jewish refugees’ experience is
different from previous diasporas. Note at the end who he sent it to (apparently unsuccessfully)
to try to get it published!
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Socialists and the War, 1940 - condemnation of Soviet Union (civil service staff journal)
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After Hitler, July 1940, Railway Services Journal - a call for socialism without
Stalinist oppression
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This Odd World, 1938 - a regular column of everyday trivia in Railway Review
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Dora Gaitskell letter, 1963 Bettina—who had written to her after Hugh Gaitskell died
suddenly, sharing perspectives from her own early loss of her husband.
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Orwellian letter, 1947

This letter turned up in Bettina’s papers, mixed among correspondence about a fund that she was
keeping records of people from the London Labour Party offering to pay for food parcels to help Austrian
socialist party members in hardship during the dire conditions in occupied Vienna after the end of the

war.
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Link to further documents

For further interest, Tim has put together an archive of many additional scanned documents
relating to Hans, organized chronologically by Adam from papers in Anni’s attic. They are in a
mixture of German and English, and include a combination of correspondence with various
contacts in the Austrian Social Democrat movement, and evidence of the intensive lobbying led
by Hans as co-convenor of the party in London. Many are quite difficult to interpret (the
associated narrative attempts to do so), but we are preserving this archive as a potentially
important resource for historians of the period, as well as for the family.



https://docs.google.com/document/d/1RcN_cuMJRXMUQof5RZlGxhcZa4DrzH1SuE__eMNnVgU/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1RcN_cuMJRXMUQof5RZlGxhcZa4DrzH1SuE__eMNnVgU/edit?usp=sharing

