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The Protaganists:  
Benjamin and 
Laxness

• Benjamin Eiriksson (1910–2000): Stalinist student, economist, 
later a bank director and free market liberal

• Halldor K. Laxness (1901–1998): Stalinist author, later a critic 
of Stalinism, Nobel Prize in Literature 1955 



Their Shared Secret: 
Vera Hertzsch
• Benjamin’s girlfriend in Moscow 1936
• Gave birth to his baby in March 1937

• Separated, but not formally divorced from 
former husband, Abram Rozenblum, arrested 
and executed for being a Trotskyite
• Vera sentenced as the wife of an ‘Enemy of 
the People’
• Arrested in March 1938 while Halldor 
Laxness was having dinner at her home
• Baby soon perished, in 1943 she died of 
hunger in Karaganda
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Later research has confirmed that …

• some seamen on Icelandic freighters were Comintern couriers, at 
least Jon Adalsteinn Sveinsson (says Whitehead)
• Richard Jensen was Comintern’s man in Denmark, handing over 

money to the party, as he later admitted, and smuggling arms to 
Spain during the Civil War
• Valtin’s account of two trips to Norway are “more or less” correct 

despite some inaccuracies (says Borgersrud)



Two commentators

• Sidney Hook told me at Hoover Institution 
that he was not sure about Valtin. “That’s 
the question.”

• Mario Vargas Llosa told me at a Mont 
Pelerin Society meeting that Valtin’s book 
had made a huge impact on him.



Icelandic republication of Valtin’s book

• Correct all known errors, but accept 
everything else
• Two schools of thought on Valtin
• Nelles and Borgersrud: Unreliable and by a 

Gestapo agent
• Waldenfels, Fleming and Bourgeois: A ring of 

truth (like Benjamin claimed in 1941)
• Not a counter-argument that Valtin was a 

Gestapo agent: he confessed to it himself!
• A mirror of the age, like Zweig’s Welt von 

Gestern




