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			Praise for Lawrence and Aaronsohn

			“Ronald Florence . . . has created a revealing narrative about the territorial conflicts in the Middle East.”

			—The Boston Globe

			“Florence’s well-written and frequently surprising work sheds light on usually neglected aspects of Middle Eastern history.”

			—Booklist

			“There are so many fascinating stories in Lawrence and Aaronsohn, and Ronald Florence has done marvelous work. . . . Lawrence and Aaronsohn, their times and places, positively come alive. . . . Masterful . . . history as drama, and it makes for compelling reading.”

			—Chicago Jewish Star

			“There’s suspense and pathos in Florence’s saga of the war-torn Middle East.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“It would be hard for a playwright to juxtapose two characters more out of tune with each other and with the world they inhabited than T. E. Lawrence and Aaron Aaronsohn. Yet Ronald Florence engagingly shows how Aaronsohn worked in an odd sort of tandem with Lawrence, spokesman for the Arab tribes. The unpredictable Lawrence and the often obnoxious Aaronsohn may not have been regarded as good company by their contemporaries, but in this dual biography they are as fascinating as their turbulent times.”

			—Brian Garfield, author of Hopscotch, Death Wish, and The Meinerzhagen Mystery

			“Two colleagues in British intelligence had conflicting obsessions that presaged the Arab-Israeli conflict. . . . Historian and novelist Florence tells their story well.”

			—Harvard Magazine

			“T. E. Lawrence and Aaron Aaronsohn are, in many ways, the fathers of the modern Middle East and its myriad woes. Their disputes anticipated the religious and political battles that continue to tear that region apart. With dramatic flair, Florence reconstructs these two men in fine . . . detail.”

			—Washington CEO
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			Two important phenomena, of the same nature though opposed, to which nobody has drawn attention, manifest themselves at this moment in Asiatic Turkey; they are, the awakening of the Arab nation, and the hidden efforts of the Jews to reconstruct on a very large scale the ancient monarchy of Israel. These two movements are destined to combat each other continually until one of them takes it [Palestine] from the other.

			—Négib Azoury, 19051

			I’ll be frank with you. During the world war they gave the Arabs and the Jews conflicting assurances. We sold the same horse twice.

			—Lloyd George2

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Everyone had been so enthusiastic in August 1914. As the inconceivable war became inevitable, rulers and ruled alike watched the bellicose parades, crossing the boulevards from apprehension to enthusiasm. Military bands played lusty martial airs like the “Marseillaise” and the “Radetsky March.” Young men talked of duty, honor, and glory as they flocked to recruiting offices, lying about their height, eyesight, experience, and health. A few mothers and fathers and wives schemed to keep sons and husbands from the war effort, but they and their poems, like “I Didn’t Raise My Boy to Be a Soldier,” were shouted down by the crowds cheering the marching recruits.

			Priests blessed the departing warriors and proclaimed that God was on their side. Women kissed their husbands, fiancés, and sons among the departing troops; some kissed strangers. The horrible photographs of the prolonged and brutal American Civil War were long forgotten as both sides counted on swift victories: the Germans trusting the strategic brilliance of the Schlieffen plan, while the Entente counted on the peerless British navy, the vaunted élan of the French troops, and the seemingly limitless Russian geography and army. When the mighty German Social Democratic Party voted for war credits, even the threat of socialist opposition to the war collapsed in an orgy of nationalism and jingoism, as pundits in every capital predicted that in a few short months the troops would return home with honor and glory.

			For many, the war was a solution. A swift, glorious victory would miraculously bring an end to the personal, social, and economic woes that had ruffled the complacency of the emerging twentieth century. War would cure not just the economic inequalities, threats of revolution, and pressures of competition, but the private woes of unfaithful wives, thoughtless bosses, unruly children, sexual frustration, and troubled romance. This would be a war like no other, a collision that could only end in changes too earthshaking to predict.

			In living rooms and ministries alike, once-distant place names were suddenly the stuff of everyday conversations. British diplomats and generals began thinking anew about their sprawling empire, contemplating the spoils and a redrawing of the maps that victory would bring. For some, the strategic needs of the empire, like overland and sea routes to India and control of the Suez Canal, were absolute. Years of intelligence skirmishes and the diplomatic battles of the Great Game with Russia had also persuaded many British strategists that access to the vast spaces between the Mediterranean and Persia were essential for the security of the empire. The war was made of dreams.

			But by October 1916 the war showed no signs of ending. No one called it a world war yet, but armies faced one another on battlefields across Europe, the Middle East, the Caucasus, and on the frontiers of colonial empires. Fleets blockaded whole coasts, submarines mercilessly stalked merchant ships on the seas. Trench warfare and the machine gun had created deadly killing fields where whole generations fell in futile charges while the battle lines scarcely moved. With the end of the war nowhere in sight, attentions turned to the fates of the great empires that ruled much of Eastern Europe, Asia, and the Middle East, where the failed promises of the war seemed to open the way for postponed colonial ambitions and the long-stifled aspirations of subject peoples. Even while the fighting raged on the battlefields and general staffs planned for another year of war, secret diplomatic agreements parceled up the faltering empires, and the minorities within began earnest talk and dedicated action toward founding new nation-states.

			The Ottoman Empire—the sick man of Europe in diplomatic circles—was especially vulnerable. Internal weaknesses, bumbling diplomacy, and disastrous wars had already lost the sultans Greece, Egypt, Montenegro, Serbia, Romania, Cyprus, and Tunisia; only the intervention of the Great Powers in 1840 had prevented the loss of Syria and Palestine. Turkey had imported European military bandmasters in an effort to catch up with the military in the West,1 but there was no joy at the coming of war in the streets of Constantinople. And by the second year of the Great War, despite the unexpected Turkish victories at Gallipoli and at Kut in Mesopotamia, the Young Turk government in Constantinople, or Istanbul, as they preferred to call it, faced formidable British and French forces in the Mediterranean, Russian forces in the Caucasus, and an incipient revolt among the Arabic-speaking populations. Café rumors talked of the diplomatic maneuvering of the Entente allies and secret treaties that would dismantle the empire. Even a deliberate and brutal campaign against the Armenians was not enough to keep other subject peoples of the empire—Arabs, Jews, Circassians, Kurds—from talking about “rights” and “national aspirations,” and from contemplating actions that bordered on outright revolt.

			For the Jewish settlers of Palestine and the Arabs of the Ottoman Empire, both chafing under deeply resented Turkish rule, it was a time of terror and opportunity. If many lived in fear of the insecurity and chaos of war and change, others saw the conflicting promises from the Great Powers and the sudden collapse of what had seemed a timeless empire as a seed ground for new ideas and new nations, a political and social chaos ripe for charlatans, adventurers, and profiteers—and for men and women of audacity and passionate conviction. It was a time when a young second lieutenant from Oxfordshire named T. E. Lawrence, with no frontline or command experience of war, and a Palestinian scientist named Aaron Aaronsohn, renowned as an agronomist but only an observer of the war, could rise to unlikely positions of leadership. They were novices to politics, but their ideas about the future were too bold, their self-confidence too compelling, to ignore. Where others saw only the chaos of collapse, Lawrence and Aaronsohn saw clear futures for the Arabs and the Jews; they saw new nations overcoming centuries of inertia by harnessing long-dormant energies to long-suppressed ideas. Where others wavered, hesitant in the face of the complexities of diplomacy and strategy, they were driven men, sure of their convictions.

			It was a time when both the Arabs and the Jews of Palestine looked to the heavens for guidance. Lawrence and Aaronsohn streaked across the desert skies like blazing meteors—unexpected, blinding in their brilliance, demanding attention as they turned heads from the everyday to the sudden exception, from the workaday to startling plans for the future. And like meteors they disappeared all too quickly, leaving behind only their ionized trails across the sky. For some those trails resembled rainbows, illusionary paths to pots of gold. The rainbows met in the land some called Palestine, and others would one day call Israel.

		

	
		
			1

			The Road to the Savoy Hotel

			You will arrive and you will find no one there.

			—Avshalom Feinberg1

			So I went down to Arabia to see its great men. The first, the Sherif of Mecca, we knew to be aged. Abdulla I found too clever. Ali too clean, Zeid too cool. . . . Then I rode up-country to Feisal and found in him the leader with the needful fire, and yet with reason to give effect to our science.

			—T. E. Lawrence2

			A tall blond man watched the passengers board the Oscar II. It was October 1916, the third year of the world war, and the port and steamship offices in Copenhagen were generously posted with notices warning of spies and the dangers of German submarines, but he seemed oblivious to the warnings. He was imposing in his well-tailored but rumpled suit, broad-shouldered and muscular, with the paunch and thick neck of a man who watched his weight. Anyone who looked his way would notice his towering brow and piercing blue eyes, and find him hard to place.

			The Scandinavian-American liner was scheduled to stop for coal in the Orkney Islands en route to New York, and the British authorities in Copenhagen were checking each passenger for a laissez-passer. With his Turkish papers, the tall blond man had needed weeks to be cleared by the British consulate, and even then it had taken a last-minute flurry of phone calls to get his papers right. He wondered about the odd British gallantry that allowed so many German women on board. They were enemy aliens too. Was it “English hypocrisy,” he wondered, or “mid-Victorian sentimentality”? Whatever the explanation, he was delighted. Once the ship left Copenhagen he met the most beautiful woman on board, a charming German named Olga Bernhardt, who was traveling without her husband. He spoke French with her and called her “Mademoiselle Bernhardt.”

			The weather was perfect. After a stop in Christiania (Oslo) the Oscar II sailed into bright sunshine and a calm sea, with just a touch of morning frost and the crisp feel of autumn in the air. The newspapers carried reports of nonbelligerent ships that had “mistakenly” been torpedoed by German U-boats, and even ships from neutral countries, like the Oscar II, had to maintain a constant lookout for German submarines, so most of the passengers were content to stay in their cabins or in the common rooms below. The tall blond man stayed topside, pacing, not a casual stroll around the deck but a deliberate, forceful stride, as if he were on a mission or thinking through a problem. He paced thirteen miles that day. He also found time to talk to Mlle. Bernhardt. When she discovered that he shared her dislike of England, Mlle. Bernhardt “honored” him with unexpected “confidences.”3 She was one of the few people on board to learn his name: Aaron Aaronsohn.

			Aaronsohn had been traveling in secrecy for five months, crossing and recrossing enemy lines, hiding his purpose with sham papers and outrageous if authentic-sounding stories as he bluffed his way through belligerent and neutral countries from Palestine* to Denmark. He was an Ottoman subject, an enemy alien to the British, and his audacious plan had worked so far, but he had grown up in the early Jewish settlements in Palestine, where openness, informality, and brusque directness were prized; he was acutely uncomfortable in the closed spaces of conspiracy. When he had finally gotten permission to board the Oscar II in Copenhagen, two Americans he had met, Rabbi Judah Magnes and Dr. Alexander Dushkin, offered him the third bunk in their cabin. Finding the shared cabin stuffy and confining, Aaronsohn escaped to the deck to think. He had always paced when he thought.4 And he had much to think about. He had bet everything on his plan: his family, his colleagues, his own future, and the future of a nation.

			When the ship docked at Kirkwall, in the Orkney Islands, British customs officials boarded. Their interrogations and inspections of the passengers, beginning with the Americans and Scandinavians, were cursory until they came to Aaronsohn. The inspecting officer gave him an odd look, then in front of the other passengers ordered Aaronsohn to his stateroom and told him that he would be searched and questioned after lunch. A guard was posted outside his cabin. After lunch an officer from shore came to the stateroom and escorted Aaronsohn back to the deck, where the other passengers were waiting. In a loud voice the officer announced that Aaronsohn’s cabin was full of German “stuff” and that he was being detained. As Aaronsohn was escorted off the ship, his fellow passengers, especially Mlle. Bernhardt, appeared moved by his fate.5

			On shore, Sergeant T. H. Bond of the Orkney Reserve Force took Aaronsohn into custody. Captain Brims and another officer interviewed him over tea, and he was taken to a room to sleep. Sergeant Bond slept in the same room, assuring Aaronsohn that he was not under arrest, but that as his status was “irregular” he would be escorted to London.

			Early the next morning Captain Brims escorted Aaronsohn around the edge of Scapa Flow to Stromness, where they could catch the mail steamer to Thurso. From the shore they could see row upon row of the dreadnoughts and cruisers of the British Grand Fleet in the vast anchorage at Scapa Flow. A few of the warships were licking their wounds from the great naval battle against the German High Seas Fleet at Jutland months before, but the Grand Fleet was still the mightiest naval force in the world, an awesome display of British military power. From Stromness they caught the mail steamer to Scrabster Pier, near Thurso, in the extreme north of Scotland, where they boarded the train that would take them south to London. The long train ride gave Aaronsohn plenty of time to think about the elaborate scheme that had gotten him this far.

			Boarding the ship to the United States in Copenhagen, telling a fellow passenger that he disliked England, the discovery of German “stuff” in his cabin, and his escort off the ship under guard had all been a ruse. After long negotiations in Copenhagen, Aaronsohn and the British consul had arranged the details of the journey so fellow passengers, including any Turkish, Austrian, or German sympathizers who might have been aboard, would think Aaronsohn had been arrested as a Turkish spy. That would spare Aaronsohn’s family and friends in Palestine the consequences of his being identified as a traitor who had gone over to the British.

			Once he was safely on British soil Aaronsohn wrote in his diary: “The trick was played.”6
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			While Aaron Aaronsohn was in a railcar on his way to London, four thousand miles away a young second lieutenant from Oxfordshire was riding up the Wadi Safra, a rugged valley near the coast of Arabia north of Rabegh. The valley was named for the mustard-yellow goatgrass that grew with spring rains (safra means yellow), but in late October there was no grass, only scattered tamarisk and thorn trees, jagged flintstone outcroppings, and endless expanses of sharp pebbles, a stark landscape that stretched as far as the eye could see under a cobalt blue sky and a fierce desert sun.7

			It was the lieutenant’s first long ride on a camel.8 His legs and back ached from the unfamiliar position and the jolting gait, and his fair skin blistered in the painful heat. An Arab cloak and headdress concealed his short stature and unusually large head, but his eyes still recoiled from the harsh sunlight glinting off the stones. He had read that the Arab headdress was practical in the desert, and that the Christian habit of wearing a hat between their “weak eyes and the uncongenial sight of God” was an unwelcome reminder to Muslims that “God was miscalled and misliked” by Christians,9 and had learned the practicality of Arab headdress in earlier travels in Syria. Under the cloak, his khaki uniform, army-issue boots, pink complexion, and heavily accented Arabic gave him away as an Englishman. He was about to be the first Christian to visit Emir Faisal and the Army of the Arab Revolt at their desert camp.

			Only a week before, T. E. Lawrence had been at a desk in the intelligence section of the British general headquarters (GHQ) at the Savoy Hotel in Cairo, reading dispatches, translating obscure Arabic newspapers, drawing maps, analyzing policy options, and designing postage stamps for the Arab ruler of the Hejaz, the coastal province of the Arabian Peninsula along the Red Sea, home to the Muslim holy places of Mecca and Medina. Lawrence had traveled in Syria and Palestine before the war, read widely about Arab culture and history, and had participated for years in a major archaeological dig near the border of Turkey and Syria. The closest he had come to combat had been a quasi-diplomatic mission to Mesopotamia. His experience and knowledge of Arabic were welcome skills at British GHQ, where there were no recent authoritative descriptions of the social and political conditions of the area in any European language, and the only recent map of Palestine was of a wild area near the Gaza frontier. But Lawrence’s occasionally uppity manner and borderline insubordination toward his colleagues and superiors—“I took every opportunity to rub into them their comparative ignorance and inefficiency (not difficult!) and irritated them yet further by literary airs, correcting split infinitives and tautologies in their reports”10—earned him little respect. He had a few good friends among his fellow officers, men he had worked with on archaeological digs and who were accustomed to his sarcasm, wit, and pranks. But no one seemed to know him well. If he had dreams, no one in Cairo knew about them.

			And despite his extensive reading and ready disquisitions on the tribes and customs of Arabia, Lawrence had never been to the Arabian Peninsula. He was entitled to a leave in the fall of 1916, and was quietly asked by General Gilbert Clayton, the head of military intelligence in Cairo, to accompany Ronald Storrs, the oriental secretary to Lord Kitchener, on a diplomatic mission to Jidda, where Lawrence’s Arabic and his observational experience might be of use.11 There they would meet with Emir Abdullah, the youngest son of Sherif Hussein of Mecca.

			Sherif Hussein ibn Ali of the Hashemite clan of the Quraish was the ruler of the Hejaz, official guardian of the holy places of Mecca and Medina, and a direct descendant of the Prophet, revered by his loyal followers as a man of uncommon piety. He was also an ambitious man and contemptuous of Turkish rule over Arabia. There was no Arabian state, but for Hussein and his contemporaries Arabia was a vivid concept, encompassing the vast geographic basin south of the line of mountains that ran from the Aegean across southern Turkey to Persia, an area that today includes Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Gaza, Sinai, Kuwait, the gulf states, and the edges of bordering countries. The term was also sometimes used to describe the collective Arabic-speaking peoples of southwest Asia. Hussein saw his own Hejaz with its Islamic holy places of Medina and Mecca at the center of that vast Arab world, and resented the Ottoman bureaucrats sent from Constantinople: their ignorance of Arabic was not only an inconvenience, forcing the Arabs to petition in Turkish, but to Sherif Hussein a token of Turkish disdain for the Qur’an and other Arabic holy books. He resented the recent construction of the Hejaz Railway from Damascus to Medina, which threatened the lucrative local business of providing camel and donkey-cart transport for pilgrims on the annual hajj, and allowed too easy access to the Hejaz for unwelcome Turkish troops. Hussein was particularly incensed when he returned from an expedition against mutinous factions in the Arabian Peninsula in 1910, which he had conducted in the name of the sultan and government in Constantinople, only to find that the Turks had made Medina an independent muhafaza bound directly to Constantinople and no longer part of the vilayet he ruled.12 By 1914 Sherif Hussein’s patience with the Ottoman rulers had been sorely tried.
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			Hussein’s worst suspicions of Ottoman intentions were confirmed in January 1915, when he discovered that the Young Turk government in Constantinople was planning to depose him, that Arab nationalists in Beirut and Damascus had been executed, and that a handpicked force of 3,500 men under German commanders was being sent deep into the Hejaz, ostensibly to establish a telegraph station at the tip of the Arabian Peninsula. The Germans were wartime allies of the Turks, and German generals were advising the Turkish army, but the force was far larger than needed to protect a telegraph station, and the presence of a senior German staff officer and a German wireless detachment suggested that the Turks had a more ambitious purpose that could only be threatening to Hussein, his dominion in the Hejaz, and his ambitions.

			Hussein responded by encouraging the formation of an army of Bedouin irregulars loyal to him, placing them under the command of his son Emir Faisal in a force he grandiloquently named the Army of the Arab Revolt. Hussein and Faisal expected that 100,000 Arab volunteers, drawn to the cause by a common hatred of the Turks, would join the Bedouin irregulars. Some said that their expectations were too modest, that the army could attract as many as a quarter of a million Arab recruits from all over the Ottoman Empire, the equivalent of the entire Turkish combat force.13 There were no clearly defined goals for an Arab revolt, except freedom from the yoke of Ottoman rule, but a force that large would seriously threaten the Turks and their war effort against Britain, France, and Russia.

			Despite colorful banners and repeated calls for Arab unity, few Arabic speakers from outside the Hejaz joined Hussein’s new army. And when Faisal and the makeshift Arab army attacked the Turkish positions at Mecca, Taif, Jidda, and Medina during the summer of 1916, the Bedouin irregulars were no match for the Turkish guns. When the Army of the Arab Revolt was easily driven back in humiliating defeats, Hussein temporarily put aside his wariness of infidels and turned to Britain for funds and arms.

			To Hussein and his sons, Great Britain was the mightiest nation in the world, with a navy that could roam the seas unchallenged and armies that had been victorious on every continent and on every manner of terrain. Yet two years after Britain and Turkey had declared war on each other, Syria, Palestine, Gaza, and Mosul were still in Turkish hands, and it was the Turks who could brag about a glorious victory at Gallipoli and the surrender of the British garrison at Kut, in Mesopotamia. The British, with French help, had repelled two thrusts of the Turkish army toward the Suez Canal, but Constantinople celebrated even those battles after Djemal Pasha, the commander of the Turkish Fourth Army, described his failed attack as a successful “offensive reconnaissance against the canal” and pointed out that the British army was still stuck in Egypt. It seemed that the British needed help with their war effort as much as Hussein needed arms and funds for the Army of the Arab Revolt. In early negotiations the British promised funds and air support, and paid former prisoners of war in British-held territory to join up with the Arab army. The meeting in Jidda had been set up to discuss new requests for British support.14

			When Storrs and Lawrence met with Hussein’s son Emir Abdullah, Abdullah spoke of his concern about the Turkish advance into the Hejaz and asked about the possibility of landing British troops to fight alongside the Bedouin army. Storrs, an able and cautious diplomat, explained that the British could not send troops to Arabia, and that because of the changing war situation and other commitments, there were complications relating to their earlier promise to send aircraft and a payment of £10,000.* Abdullah was furious. He and his father did not understand that the British considered their wartime promises tentative and fluid commitments that could be modified and restructured as the diplomatic and military situation ebbed and flowed. To Sherif Hussein and Emir Abdullah each broken agreement with the British was another breach of infidel promises.

			A French military mission had arrived in Jidda only a month earlier, headed by a veteran of North Africa, Colonel Édouard Brémond, who had brought £1.25 million in gold francs to sweeten his own negotiations with Hussein. Abdullah, aware of the British-French rivalry in the Middle East, angrily threatened to take his case to Colonel Brémond. But even as he threatened, Abdullah was impressed with the young lieutenant who sat at Storrs’s side, the back of his jacket streaked with bright scarlet from the leather backs of the gun-room chairs on board the steamer they had taken to Jidda. When Abdullah said that the Arabs would have to disperse if the two Turkish planes that were harassing them were not driven off, Lawrence assured him that “very few Turkish aeroplanes last more than four or five days.” And when they discussed the disposition of the Turkish forces, including Syrian, Circassian, Anatolian, and Mesopotamian units, Lawrence snapped off exactly which Turkish unit was in each position.

			Abdullah turned in amazement to Storrs. “Is this man God,” he asked, “to know everything?”15

			Lawrence did not reciprocate the admiration. Abdullah had shown up for the meeting wearing a yellow silk headcloth, a camel’s hair cloak, a white silk shirt, and knee-high patent-leather boots. The emir was short and stocky, with a round, smooth face, full but short lips, a brown beard, and an affectedly open and charming manner. In their talks he came across as a “keen dialectician” who could choose his words carefully, but Lawrence thought Abdullah was “probably not so much the brains as the spur of his father: he . . . has large ideas, which no doubt include his own particular advancement.” Abdullah seemed foppish and soft, too comfortable in city ways, too clever, sophisticated, and extroverted to be the leader of a successful Arab Revolt.16

			Lawrence also disagreed with Abdullah’s ideas of how to conduct the war. Bringing in British troops, Lawrence thought, would make the Arab Revolt one more front in a British war: if the British fought the battles for the Arabs, or if British officers led the Arab army, the Arabs would have little claim to their own independence. The British had often shown a fondness for desolate places, especially those on the routes to India. If they came to Arabia, they wouldn’t leave easily. To be truly free, Lawrence thought, the Arabs would have to fight, or at least seem to fight, for their own independence.

			Lawrence’s thinking wasn’t exactly treasonous—Ronald Storrs had been sent to Jidda to turn down Hussein’s requests for British troops—but Lawrence’s ideas about Arab independence were an uneasy fit with the British imperial vision shared comfortably among many military and diplomatic officers in London and Cairo. Lawrence was careful not to voice his views at the meeting with Emir Abdullah. After Storrs presented the bad news about the impossibility of the British command sending troops or airplanes, Lawrence obsequiously suggested that the decisions might not be final, and that perhaps if he had an opportunity to ride up-country and speak to Abdullah’s brother Faisal at his command post with the Arab army, he might more convincingly be able to give his backing to Abdullah’s case.

			Abdullah liked the idea, and the young lieutenant. He also knew that as guardian of the holy places, his father was adamantly against infidels visiting the interior of his domain, fearing it would compromise his position in the Muslim world.17 When Abdullah telephoned for permission to authorize the visit, the answer from Sherif Hussein was a predictable and resolute no! Abdullah and Storrs took turns on the phone, pleading their case, before Sherif Hussein finally granted the young lieutenant the coveted permission to ride to a region few Christians had ever visited.
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			The ride up Wadi Safra was exhausting but exhilarating. The scenery ranged from rugged shingled stone to vast sandy wadis bordered by sheer hills of brown granite and porphyry, streaked with garish pink and resting on hundred-foot-high pillows of green cross-grained stone that looked like moss. After two years in Cairo, writing and thinking all day in an overcrowded, noisy room, with a hundred pressing tasks and no bodily exertion except the walk or bike ride each day between the headquarters office and a hotel, the silence and emptiness of the desert, the “pestilent beating of the Arabian sun, and the long monotony of camel pacing,”18 was a dramatic and severe change. When Lawrence reached Hamra, where Emir Faisal was camped with his army of camel-mounted Bedouin, the remoteness and edgy excitement of the camp made Lawrence feel involved in the war for the first time.

			The Bedouins at Faisal’s camp were small, dark men, spare, fit, clad in loose dishdashas, baggy sirwals, and headcloths, their shoulders slung with cartridge belts. They lived sparsely, close to the desert, carrying rations of flour and killing an occasional sheep or camel for meat. From reading C. M. Doughty’s Arabia Deserta, and from his own rich imagination, Lawrence had romanticized the Bedouin as the last pure people, the nobility of their desert life a stark contrast to the Victorian and Edwardian society in which he had grown up. Now, up close for the first time, their lives seemed pure and unspoiled. “They were absolute slaves of their appetite,” he wrote, “with no stamina of mind, drunkards for coffee, milk or water, gluttons for stewed meat, shameless beggars of tobacco. They dreamed for weeks before and after their rare sexual exercises, and spent the intervening days titillating themselves and their hearers with bawdy tales. Had the circumstance of their lives given them opportunity they would have been sheer sensualists.”19

			And if Prince Abdullah had been disappointingly foppish, his brother Faisal was exactly Lawrence’s image of an Arab leader. Lawrence had already studied intelligence reports characterizing Faisal as “a good leader” who had “immense authority” with the tribes.20 The emir was tall, and he posed like a pillar, with a long face, black beard, and penetrating eyes. Dressed in elegant white silk robes and a brown headcloth bound with a brilliant scarlet-and-gold cord, his hands crossed on his dagger, he looked like a prince of the desert, “ambitious; full of dreams, and the capacity to realize them, with keen personal insight, and very efficient.” He reminded Lawrence of the monument of Richard I, one of his personal heroes, at Fontevrault. Lawrence later admitted that even at this early meeting he realized that Faisal was a timid man, but felt compelled to portray him as courageous because “it was the only way to get the British to support the Arabs—physical courage is the essential demand of a typical British officer.”21

			But just as Lawrence had not reciprocated Abdullah’s admiration, Faisal was skeptical of the young second lieutenant. Although he and his father distrusted the English less than other Christian nations, and still harbored expectations that the British navy would transport the Bedouin army up and down the coast of the Hejaz, to Faisal all Westerners were infidels. In earlier negotiations he, his father, and his brother Abdullah had found the British fickle and duplicitous: the officials and generals in Cairo had already reneged on promises of transport, supplies, and arms. As their frustrations built, Hussein and his sons had begun to question British motives. “I am not a Hejazi by upbringing,” Faisal said. “And yet, by God, I am jealous for it. And though I know the British do not want it, yet what can I say, when they took the Sudan, also not wanting it? They hunger for desolate lands, to build them up; and so, perhaps, one day Arabia will seem to them precious.”22 Faisal was also sufficiently familiar with Western military ranks to be distinctly unimpressed by the arrival of a second lieutenant. He and Lawrence spent much of an evening and the next day arguing.

			Faisal knew his irregular Bedouin troops were ill trained, ill organized and ill supplied: the Bedouin army had been no match for the entrenched Turkish forces at Medina, and their retreat toward Yenbo had been prolonged and humiliating. He also knew that in a culture that prizes victory in battle the Bedouin army’s lack of success on the battlefields was not winning followers. What he and his father and brother called the Arab Revolt enjoyed little support beyond Sherif Hussein’s own subjects in the Hejaz. The problem, Faisal explained, was that their forces were ill equipped. What they needed, he told Lawrence, was for the British to supply them with artillery to match the Turkish guns at Medina.

			Lawrence explained that he had come to assess their needs, but could only do so if he fully understood the general situation. He asked Faisal to tell him the history of the Arab Revolt. It was a sad story of Arab shock at the brutality of Turkish war measures, the rape and slaughter of civilians, and Turkish soldiers slitting the throats of prisoners as if they were sheep. The Turkish superiority in armaments kept the attacking Arabs at a distance, so much of the fighting had taken place at night, when the guns were effectively blinded. Under the cover of darkness both sides had resorted to hurling frenzied insults at their enemies: the Turks called the Arabs “English” and the Arabs screamed back “German” at the Turks.23 There were few Germans in the Hejaz, and Lawrence was the first Englishman in the interior, but cursing was a creative art and much admired by the Arabs.

			Lawrence was experienced enough in the Middle East to recognize Arab pride. Careful not to praise the Turks directly, he noted that the Turkish army was adept at defending fortified positions, and that in pitched battles the Bedouin army would be no match for the Turkish superiority in numbers and experience. He had also read Karl von Clausewitz, and knew that cultural and historical knowledge of the enemy could be more important than technology. What had been an advantage for the Turks at Medina, he suggested, might in a different situation be a fatal disadvantage. The Turkish defensive mentality was not easily adaptable to desert warfare. Perhaps the Bedouin could take advantage of their knowledge of the desert and their mobility to play to the Turkish weaknesses.

			Though instinctively suspicious of Lawrence’s motives, Faisal was intrigued enough to hear him out. The young lieutenant wore a British uniform, but he wasn’t like the other British soldiers and diplomats Faisal had encountered. Lawrence understood and spoke Arabic, and if he had the distinct accent of a foreigner, he seemed to know the Qur’an, and he spoke of Islam and Arab culture with a respect Faisal had never before heard from a Christian. Lawrence’s suggestion that the Bedouin troops might be more effective as a guerrilla raiding force seemed to reflect an understanding of desert warfare and Bedouin values. Indeed, the quiet yet strangely ambitious lieutenant seemed openly sympathetic to the Arab cause.

			When Faisal asked Lawrence how he liked the Arab camp at Wadi Safra, Lawrence said, “Well, but it is far from Damascus.” It was a comment Emir Faisal could welcome, not only for the politeness and enigmatic terseness of Lawrence’s words—treasured manners in a culture that reveres poetry and hospitality—but especially because the phrase signaled that Lawrence grasped the complex diplomatic situation in the Middle East as Faisal and his father saw it. Damascus, the fourth most important city in Islam, was for the Arabs the key to Jerusalem and Palestine. The lieutenant’s words suggested that he might be sympathetic to the Arab need to advance into Syria and take the great cities—Damascus, Homs, Hama, and Aleppo—if they were to achieve their real ambitions. Faisal held his breath for a silent but poignant minute before he answered Lawrence: “Praise be to God, there are Turks nearer us than that.”24

			Emir Faisal prided himself on being a judge of men. He was shrewd enough to realize that Lawrence—young, articulate, romantic, an admirer of the Arabs, and a man who showed he understood the Arabs’ need to be more than an auxiliary force to the British—could provide to the Bedouin army what British arms, the support of the British navy, and even British money could not buy. Lawrence could be a voice for the Arabs in British command circles. If he was heard and respected, his articulation of Arab goals and needs could provide a legitimacy that the Arabs had desperately sought. He could generate favorable publicity not only at British GHQ in Cairo, but at the baize-covered tables of the foreign offices in Europe and America, where the Great Powers would someday carve nations out of the empires that were waging war. It was a dream, and still inchoate while the Turks fought on under the flag of the Ottoman Empire, but Faisal, who had traveled to Paris and London as well as Constantinople and Damascus, could imagine what the fulfillment of that dream would mean to him, to his father and brothers, to his father’s subjects in the Hejaz, and, indeed, possibly to the entire Arabic-speaking world. If Lawrence pressed the Arab case it might lend credibility and gravitas to what had until then been an obscure revolt in a remote corner of the Ottoman Empire.

			Lawrence’s official assignment was to make an appraisal of Faisal’s Bedouin force, and to assess whether the Arab army was capable of harassing the Turkish forces in Arabia sufficiently to divert personnel and matériel from the Turkish main front against the British. But he also had a private agenda. He had studied Arab culture for years, and had spent enough time visiting crusader castles and on prewar archaeological digs in Syria to have a stronger sense of the desert and the Arabs than most of the British command. He often spoke admiringly at GHQ of “the Arabs”—to the annoyance of his fellow officers—but he knew that there were no strong sentiments of nationalism among the Arabic-speaking peoples of the Ottoman Empire. Café intellectuals in Damascus and Cairo might talk of an Arab empire, but neither they nor the conspiratorial groups like the Society for Arab Union and the Arab Revolutionary Society had a widely shared notion of distinctly Arab nationalism. “There is no national feeling,” Lawrence had written in 1915. “Between town and town, village and village, family and family, creed and creed, exist intimate jealousies, sedulously fostered by the Turks to render a spontaneous union impossible.”25

			He had written those sentences about Syria, which he knew close-up. Arabia he thought of as a pure Arab culture, untainted by Western or Turkish civilization or by the corruptions of industrial and urban development. Arabia could be different: “Their idea of nationality is the independence of tribes and parishes, and their idea of national union is episodic combined resistance to an intruder.”26 The men he met on a tour of Faisal’s camp seemed “entirely tribal” in their loyalties, and he didn’t think much of the desert tribesmen. But the men from hill tribes were lean and tough-looking: “I doubt whether men were ever harder. . . . I have had them running and walking with me in the sun through sand and over rocks for hour after hour without their turning a hair. Those I saw were in wild spirits, as quick as hawks, keen and intelligent, shouting that the war may last for ten years.” Those men struck him as “good material for guerrilla warfare. They are hard and fit, very active; independent, cheerful snipers.” They had “suspended their blood feuds for the period of the war, and will fight side by side with their old blood enemies, if they have a Sherif in supreme command.”27 If he had seen no traces of Arab nationalism or of the institutions of a modern state, in the fierce loyalty of the Bedouin warriors and their unfaltering allegiance to Emir Faisal, Lawrence saw the potential for an army and a movement that could extend its notions of allegiance beyond the traditional bonds to tribe and clan, perhaps enough to make a reality out of the grandly named Arab Revolt.

			Another British intelligence officer, sent on the same mission, might have seen it as one more tiresome negotiation with the intractable Arabs, the ride into the desert thrilling for a day, but ultimately exhausting, dirty, hot, and frustrating, a much too long distraction from the delights of a comfortable billet in Alexandria or Cairo. Lawrence had no experience as a field officer, but the Arab Revolt with Faisal as leader loomed as an opportunity to break away from an establishment that he had cautiously skirted since childhood. The difficult and dramatic camel ride, the nearness of Turkish guns, the sight of the Bedouin troops, and the imposing presence of Faisal with his remarkable resemblance to Lawrence’s crusader hero Richard I were enough to inspire Lawrence’s imagination of what could be, a future that could bring a triumph for himself as well as for the Arabs. The spectacular skies and endless expanse of the desert hinted at an epic life like those he had long admired in literature. He saw the possibility of going beyond intelligence reports, maps, Arabic newspapers, and designs for postage stamps, the possibility of playing a role in an epic adventure. He had found a chance to make history, and the opportunity was irresistible.

			Even at that first meeting, Lawrence and Faisal understood each other enough to make an unspoken Faustian bargain.
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			Aaron Aaronsohn’s train ride from the tip of northern Scotland, via Inverness and Perth to London, was uneventful. The British railroads were a wartime marvel—smooth, reliable, and still mostly on time, even as they had to meet the deployment schedules for the troops and matériel that were being swallowed up on the battlefields of the western front. Only a few months before Aaronsohn had ridden the famed Berlin–Baghdad Railway from Damascus to Constantinople and on to Germany. The German-built railroad had been a nightmare—days in stifling, cramped cars, without food, water, or sanitary facilities, waiting out breakdowns and delays. Sometimes the passengers were transferred to rude carts while the roadbed was repaired, or they had to detrain and walk alongside as the locomotive struggled up slopes. The differences between the railroads, like the impressive Grand Fleet at anchor in Scapa Flow, left little question which side should win the war.

			Aaron Aaronsohn was already an experienced traveler. He was self-educated as an agronomist and geologist, except for two years at a French institute, and had been exploring the flora and geology of the slopes of Mount Hermon in 1906 when he discovered wild emmer (Triticum dicoccoides), a primitive form of wheat that appeared to be unchanged from biblical times. Aaronsohn’s identification of what seemed to be the mother of all wheats, a varietal unchanged for thousands of years, earned him sudden worldwide recognition. He gave talks and seminars in Europe, and spent two years in the United States as a guest of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). When he traveled in those heady days, hosts had met him at the docks and train stations, and prebooked accommodations and fine dinners awaited him. Now he was traveling as an enemy alien, with a military escort.

			They arrived at King’s Cross Station on a dark, foggy night, the lights of automobiles shining through the mist and their horns making an “extremely sad impression.” There were posted warnings about the danger of bombings from zeppelins, and more soldiers on the streets than Aaronsohn had seen even in Berlin. Captain Brims took Aaronsohn to Scotland Yard, where he was told to come back the next day “at twelve sharp” to appear before Assistant Commissioner Basil Thomson. Captain Brims was eager to return to Scotland, and left Aaronsohn on his own for the night. There were no rooms at the Cecil Hotel or the Waldorf, and Aaronsohn finally checked into the First Avenue Hotel in High Holborn, using a false name. The name he signed in the register was Mack: Judge Julius Mack of Chicago was a friend and supporter he had met in the United States.28

			The High Holborn, like the rest of London, was posted with notices of the curfew in effect for enemy aliens. Only a few weeks before, in Berlin, he had been acutely aware of the wartime shortages: no vegetables in the shops except turnips, eggs limited to one per person per week, milk available only with a prescription for those over six years old, even the German staple of pork missing from the butcher shops. Aaronsohn was so eager to compare conditions in London that he ignored the curfew signs, walking the streets of London until 12:30 A.M. No one even asked for his identification.

			The next day, Sir Basil Thomson, the head of the Criminal Investigation Division, was waiting for him at Scotland Yard. Papers Thomson had received in advance from the consulate in Copenhagen identified Aaronsohn as a special assistant to Djemal Pasha, commander of the Turkish Fourth Army in Syria and Palestine. That was enough to guarantee Sir Basil’s attention. Djemal Pasha was Britain’s chief foe in the Palestine theater: his unpredictable and inscrutable strategy and tactics had resulted in one disaster after another for the British forces. British intelligence in Cairo and London knew little about Djemal, except that he was one of the three powerful men at the top of the Young Turk government, and he had been head of the Ottoman navy before being given command of the Fourth Army and a virtual dictatorship over Palestine and Syria. In photographs Djemal was short, almost hunchbacked, with a forbidding black beard and darting black eyes. Despite his frightening appearance, he had a reputation for charm. Supposedly, when he was awarded a minor decoration after watching a destroyer sink in maneuvers during a prewar visit to Toulon, he had said, “It’s a pity I didn’t see a cruiser sunk; they might then have given me the Grand Croix.”29 Testimony from Turkish prisoners of war captured on the Gaza front and the occasional intelligence reports that dribbled into British GHQ in Cairo told a different story: in Palestine and Syria Djemal had a reputation for impulsiveness and cruelty toward the enemy, the local population, and even to his own troops.

			Aaronsohn explained to Sir Basil that Djemal fed and equipped the Turkish army with requisitioned crops and supplies, and that the army levies fell especially hard on the Jewish settlers in Palestine, who had the most productive farms. The Turks had demanded baksheesh from the Jewish settlers to avoid conscription, and under special wartime regulations had seized the crops from productive cropland and orchards. They had also taken draft animals, carts, wagons, farm tools, and irrigation pumps, crippling the farms. As if those woes had not been enough, the spring of 1915 had brought the worst infestation of locusts anyone in the Holy Land could remember. The locusts devoured the meager crops that had survived the lack of irrigation and the Turkish requisitions, until many Jewish settlers were on the verge of starvation, awaiting the next pitiful harvest with dread.

			Because of his reputation as an agronomist, Aaronsohn explained, Djemal Pasha had recruited him to lead a campaign against the locusts. He could not refuse the pasha, and had hoped that his official position would enable him to ameliorate the conditions of the Jewish settlers. With his travel privileges as a member of the pasha’s staff he was able to observe much of the country under wartime conditions, and had found the food and fuel supplies even more meager than he had supposed; the impact of the requisitions on the settlers had been aggravated by the needless cruelty of the Turkish authorities and their German allies. Aaronsohn told Thomson that he and his colleagues at his research institute at Athlit, on the coast south of Haifa, were able to divert enough foodstuffs and contributions to the institute to keep a few settlers from starvation, but that they were increasingly convinced that if the war continued there was little hope for the Jews of Palestine as a minority under Turkish rule.

			As Aaronsohn spoke, Sir Basil realized that along with an encyclopedic knowledge of the terrain, climate, and economic situation in Palestine, Aaronsohn was exceedingly well informed on the disposition, equipment, and preparations of the Turkish army. The British had little recent intelligence on Palestine. Aaronsohn had surveyed so much of the countryside, both in his scientific studies and through his efforts at locust eradication, that he could describe the placement of Turkish positions, their equipment shortages and training deficiencies, and the Turkish defense plans for Palestine and Gaza.

			Aaronsohn explained that he had investigated the Turkish defenses because he represented a secret group in Palestine, men and women, mostly young, all trustworthy, and all committed to opposing the Turks. Some of them had originally organized themselves to defend the Jewish settlements from Arab bandits and marauding youth who harassed the settlers. Later the group had been recruited to the staff of Aaronsohn’s agricultural experimental station to work on the locust eradication program. As part of their work they had traveled throughout Palestine, visiting Turkish military sites to train soldiers in locust eradication procedures and supervise the battle against the locusts. They had made detailed observations of the roads, railways, and supply depots, the armaments and supplies available to the troops, and the training levels of the Turkish army. Many in Aaronsohn’s group knew Turkish or German, and spent enough time with the Turkish soldiers and the officers at various military facilities to overhear and elicit information on the Turkish order of battle, logistic plans, and defenses.

			Aaronsohn told Sir Basil that the group had previously sent someone to Cairo to offer their information to British intelligence, but for reasons they didn’t understand the offer had been rejected. They had later briefly established a connection and had waited for ships to land swimmers who would pick up the information they had gathered, but the ships had never come. By late 1915 they had confirmed an even more terrifying threat to the very existence of the Jewish communities in Palestine. Although wartime communications in the Ottoman Empire were poor, and people in one province often could not verify the rumors they heard from other provinces, reports of massacres of Armenians and the destruction of Armenian villages in Anatolia had begun to filter into Palestine. Aaronsohn said that they had firsthand reports of the massacres, eyewitness accounts of orphans scavenging in the ruins of smoldering villages, dogs gnawing on unburied corpses, and women who had been raped wandering around dazed. It was impossible to escape the stench of death.30

			Aaronsohn said that Djemal Pasha had the same fate in mind for the Jews of Palestine. The only difference was that Djemal seemed to prefer to deal with what he called the “undesirable minorities” of “Christian dogs, Jewish dogs and unfaithful Arabs” through deliberate starvation rather than open massacre.31 Whenever the forces under his command suffered a setback against the British or the Russians, he would evict the Jews from a city like Jaffa or Haifa, as if they had somehow been responsible for his battlefield losses. The homeless urban Jews suffered even more than the farmers.

			In the midst of an answer to one of Sir Basil’s questions, Aaronsohn turned the tables. “Why do you bring water for the Army from Egypt?” Aaronsohn asked. “It slows your progress. There is water right there in the desert, 300 feet down. All you have to do is drill for it.”

			“How do you know that?” Sir Basil said.

			“The rocks indicate it. And Flavius Josephus corroborates it. He wrote that he could walk for a whole day south from Caesarea and never leave flourishing gardens. Today the desert sands reach to the walls of Caesarea. Where there were gardens there must have been water. Where is that water now?”32

			Aaronsohn knew the area around the site of the Roman city of Caesarea, on the Galilee coast, well. It was an easy horseback ride from Zichron Ya’aqov, where he had grown up. As a botanical and geological researcher he had surveyed much of Palestine on horseback or on foot. From plants and rock strata he had mapped areas that had turned to desert but which almost certainly were over aquifers. The Roman wells that had once tapped those aquifers had been lost in one thousand years of Arab subsistence agriculture. There was enough underground water, he told Sir Basil, to turn the whole of the Sinai into flourishing fields of wheat.

			“And what can you do?” Sir Basil asked.

			“If I were with the British Army, I could show the engineers where to drill. I guarantee that they would find enough water for the Army without having to bring a single drop from Cairo.”33

			If Aaronsohn was right it could change British strategy and fortunes dramatically. The British army had been reluctant to go on the offensive against the Turks because of the elaborate logistics needed to supply water for the troops, who were dependent on the water they carried or what they could draw from shallow wells with spearpoint pumps.34 The increased mobility would give the British a huge advantage against the fixed Turkish defenses, and allow the British command to speed up the timetable for an assault on the Turkish strongholds. The French, Britain’s ally, were also jockeying for position in the Middle East, specifically in Syria and Lebanon; their expectations overlapped British aspirations, and accelerating the timetable for a British advance would have the additional advantage of preempting the French. Ultimately, progress against the Turks would let Britain focus more assets on the western front, maybe enough to win what most of the generals and the politicians thought of as the real war, the one against Germany.

			But could he believe this man and his stories? Aaronsohn had displayed dazzling erudition. His knowledge of the terrain and conditions in Palestine and Syria and the Turkish order of battle, training, logistics, and defense plans seemed too good to be true. How could any outsider know that much? His story of his journey from Palestine to Britain—across hostile borders, under the noses of Turkish and German authorities, tricking even the fellow passengers on a ship to the United States—was even harder to believe.

			Aaronsohn’s wasn’t the first bizarre story Sir Basil had heard. By 1917 MI5 held dossiers on more than 38,000 individuals and Scotland Yard’s Special Branch had investigated 28,000 suspicious aliens; from the beginning of the war they had sent wild-eyed dreamers and schemers to Sir Basil’s office. It fell to him to separate the rare kernels of useful information from the chaff of preposterous propositions and incredible stories. Even after years of oddball cases, Aaronsohn’s story stood out. Sir Basil concluded that Aaronsohn’s journey from Palestine to Copenhagen, then secretly on to England, thousands of miles of dangerous travel across enemy lines, was the most extraordinary and romantic tale he had yet heard.

			Why did you do it? Sir Basil asked him. Why risk everything to come to Britain?

			Aaronsohn had thought about the question. Sir Basil wasn’t the first to discover that Aaron Aaronsohn had thought about most questions. Aaronsohn knew that crossing the battle lines to an enemy nation would make him an outcast, a man who had bet everything—family, friends, home, and career—on the outcome of the war. Once he was safely in England he had no problem explaining his motives. He was determined not to see the Jews of Palestine follow the destiny of the Armenians. The only way to prevent that, Aaronsohn told Sir Basil, was for the British to win the war.

			Sir Basil was no fool. He was well aware of Britain’s wartime goals in the Middle East. From his position at Scotland Yard he knew about the wartime organizing and propaganda efforts of the Zionists in England and elsewhere. He knew about Chaim Weizmann, the chemist who had invented a method of producing acetone, essential  for the production of explosives, in his Manchester laboratory. In gratitude for Weizmann’s discovery the British had tolerated and even supported his continuing propaganda efforts as a leader of the international Zionist movement. Sir Basil probably guessed that Aaronsohn shared Weizmann’s long-term goals for the Jews in Palestine. They did not discuss Aaronsohn’s expectations and aspirations for the Jews that day, but Sir Basil had dealt with intelligence sources often enough to know that any offer of information, at least of good information, would not come for free. In return for helping the British, Aaronsohn and his colleagues would expect support, or at least cooperation, in building a Jewish homeland in Palestine.

			But that was all left unsaid in October 1916. The two men did not talk about Zionism. Instead, Aaron Aaronsohn told Sir Basil only that he and his colleagues and friends knew that their spying efforts were dangerous, that if they were found out by the Turks they would be hanged and their families would suffer reprisals. But after what they had heard and seen in the Jewish communities of Palestine, and what they knew about the fate of the Armenians, they were prepared to collect secret information for the British command on the Turkish military preparations and plans. It was for that, Aaronsohn said—to work for a British victory—that he had come to England to offer his services as a spy.
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			Only a few months after Aaronsohn’s arrival in London and Lawrence’s meeting with Faisal at his desert camp, the two men met in a hallway at the British GHQ in the Savoy Hotel in Cairo. By then their separate plans to reshape the Middle East were already in motion, and the two ambitious and strong-willed men would discover that the futures they had planned for Palestine were on a collision course.
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			Romania, Romania

			I could have chosen cheaper farmers, but instead I chose Jewish ones.

			—Edmond de Rothschild, 1930

			It is better to dwell in the deserts of Palestine than in palaces abroad.

			—Rabbinic saying

			The story was sometimes told that only three men understood the 1878 Treaty of Berlin: a professor in Berlin who went mad, Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, who wasn’t about to explain it to anyone else, and no one remembers what happened to the third man. However obscure the terms of the separation of the Balkan provinces from the Ottoman Empire, the Jews of Romania quickly felt the consequences. Article 44 of the treaty provided that none of the polyglot population was to be discriminated against on the basis of religion, but the new government in Romania, citing an 1877 court ruling that “the Jews do not have a country of their own and therefore do not belong to any state,” systematically denied the rights of citizenship to the 100,000 Jews living in Romania.1 Every instance of a Jew seeking citizenship required individual legislation; in the next twenty years only two hundred Romanian Jews were nationalized. The remainder were officially aliens, a pariah people, systematically evicted from the countryside, openly targeted for violence and mob assaults, their inns and shops confiscated, their synagogues pillaged and burned. From their impoverished shtetls the Jews fled to urban slums, but even in the cities they were prohibited from professions and the civil service, and subject to relentless harassment and attacks.

			Many elected to leave. Romanian intellectuals had traditionally looked toward France, but few of the Jews knew French or considered themselves intellectuals. From 1881 to 1910, 20 percent of the Jews in Romania emigrated to the United States. Others, rejecting the promises of capitalist freedom in America (or believing the letters about sweatshops and tenement slums from landsmen who had already emigrated), chose the age-old dream of a return to Zion, an aspiration filled with both lofty hopes and the terrifying perils of settlement in a strange land. Jews had lived in what came to be known as Palestine from biblical times; Jews all over the world had collected donations in blue-and-white tin pushkes to support the ancient Jewish communities of Jerusalem and Safad. Those tiny communities had been tolerated by the Ottoman Empire; indeed, in much of the Ottoman Empire the Jews were a favored minority, even recruited as tax collectors and financial advisers, as long as they remained a well-behaved minority community, scrupulously respecting the authority of the sultan’s bureaucrats and deferring to the primacy of Islam. The idea that Jews would uproot themselves from their diaspora homes and “return” to Zion was a nineteenth-century notion that gained sudden attention only in the wake of the Treaty of Berlin and the pogroms of the early 1880s. It was a frightening prospect for both the Jews contemplating the journey and for the Ottoman Empire contemplating an influx of Jews into Palestine.

			In newly founded Lovers of Zion societies the Jews of Romania and the Russian empire articulated their dreams of a new life in the Promised Land: by providing work “in field and vineyard” they would remove the stain of gentile accusations that Jews would not work, regain “national honor,” and reawaken in the hearts of Jews those “holy feelings which the sheer weight of pain, want, and poverty had put to sleep for thousands of years.” With the obsessive attention to detail of those who had never known self-governance, the societies debated the countless choices of utopians: Who should go first to the Promised Land—the rich who could provide a livelihood for the poor, or the poor, who were after all the ones suffering? Where would they obtain the funds to establish themselves in a faraway land? What kind of central committee should be established? How many members should it have, and by what rules would it govern? What would each prospective settlement require—synagogue, school, bathhouse, hospital? Which professions would need to be represented—doctor, midwife, schoolmaster, ritual slaughterer, agricultural expert? They occasionally debated practical questions: Where would they live until a settlement was ready? How many would go? By what criteria would the first settlers be selected?2

			The Romanian group decided to start with one hundred families, that they would live in a hostel in Jaffa or Haifa until a permanent settlement was ready, and that they would choose those to go on the basis of moral standards, age span, family status, needed trades, and the personal resources the volunteers could commit to the venture. The wealthy Jews of Jassy donated 60,000 francs to fund the venture. When other contributions followed, two delegates were sent ahead to Palestine to choose land for a settlement. Following the recommendation of their advance representatives, the group purchased land in an Arab village called Samarin, on a hilltop fifteen miles south of Haifa. In August 1882, 228 souls set off for the Promised Land on the Thetis, sailing across the perennially rough Black Sea, through the Bosporus and Dardanelles, and down to the coast of Palestine. For those who had never ranged far from their shtetls and towns in Romania, it was like sailing to the end of the world.

			For all their far-ranging debates, the pioneers from Romania hadn’t paid attention to Ottoman regulations and the need for applications, authorizations, and baksheesh to placate the Ottoman bureaucracy. When their ship reached Palestine the pioneers found the ports posted with notices from the local authorities: “Jewish immigrants are forbidden to cross the coast of Syria and in all circumstances forbidden to live in Palestine. This ban is permanently binding.” Barred from landing at either Jaffa or Haifa, they sailed up and down the coast, in squalid conditions of deteriorating sanitation, until the authorities were finally persuaded to allow the ship to dock at Jaffa. The families were then locked up in the town jail for weeks before enough baksheesh was collected and paid to get them released.3

			One of the chosen settlers on that early adventure was Ephraim Fishel
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