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The songs of Lenin, Trotsky, Grimm and co.
and the tranquil setting of Zimmerwald
Leading socialist revolutionaries from across Europe gathered for a secret conference in Zimmerwald in 1915.
The villagers were outraged when they belatedly discovered what was going on.
MARC LETTAU

In autumn 1915 the terrible sound of
gunfire was heard in many parts of
Europe. However, in the peaks of Längenberg, near to Berne, the First World
War was a long way off. The twitter of
birds was the backdrop to everyday
life here. The ornithologists from all
over the world who set off from Berne
on 5 September 1915 on four horsedrawn carts, crossing the meadow
landscape of Längenberg to arrive in
Zimmerwald in the evening blended
in well with the local setting. Their declared objective was to hold an ornithological conference in Zimmerwald’s Hotel Beau Séjour and in the
adjacent guest house. There was a lack
of hotel beds because while Zimmerwald wanted to become a tourist destination it was not one really. Some of
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Grimm and Lenin in Zimmerwald
World history was written in the small farming village of
Zimmerwald from 5 to 9 September 1915 with the secret
socialist conference. Representatives from 12 countries –
including Lenin, Leon Trotsky, Grigory Zinoviev, Karl Radek
and the Swiss social democrat Robert Grimm – drew up a
manifesto here against the backdrop of the bloody chaos of
war in which they called upon the international labour
force to oppose the rationale of war. In the view of those
gathered in Zimmerwald, the conduct of those social
democrats and socialists in Europe who supported the war
efforts of their governments because of nationalist
considerations and thereby abandoned their pacifist and
class war demands was unacceptable. Grimm, in particular,
sought to realign the socialist forces of Europe in
opposition to war. Translated into the rhetoric of the
Zimmerwald Conference, this meant: “The international
labour force was reminded of its duty of irreconcilable,
proletarian class war.” The rationale was that only the
reawakening of class war would enable comprehensive
peace initiatives to be introduced.
Zimmerwald nevertheless also represents to a certain
extent the division of the workers’ movement into social
democrats and communists. Lenin made clear in
Zimmerwald that he hoped for more than just Grimm’s
anti-war politics. As the representative of a radical,
revolutionary minority, the “Zimmerwald leftists”, Lenin
said that complete upheaval had to be brought about
through the armed uprising of the workers. Because he
outlined these views, which ultimately led to the Bolshevik
Revolution and the foundation of the Soviet Union, in
Zimmerwald, the farming village acquired the involuntary
status of the legendary cradle of the USSR. (mul)

Robert Grimm
the “Director of the Lenin Museum”.
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Zimmerwald finally even undertook
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The report in the local newspaper of the Social Democratic Party
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the noisy goings-on in Zimmerwald
in 1915.
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Zimmerwald in the
centre of Switzerland:
from the German
historical atlas of the
time

Exhibition
The exhibition at the
Schwarzwasser
regional museum in
Schwarzenburg runs
until 22 November on
Sundays and public
holidays from 2 p.m. to
5 p.m. Special guided
tours can be arranged
upon request. www.
regionalmuseum.com

