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‘The great strength of Avineri’s immensely readable biography is to deliver Herzl in all his tortured complexity and – something not always given its due – the philosophical clarity of his diagnosis of what had befallen the Jews in the modern age and what might be done about their predicament. He had the beard of a poet but a brain for realpolitik. As one might expect from Avineri, who is first and foremost a powerful historian of political thought, this is the most chewily cogent account yet of Herzl the political thinker and doer’

Simon Schama, Financial Times

‘How Herzl conjured up the idea of a Jewish state out of the air is the subject of this book. It is a political biography; of Herzl’s family life, his loves and his hatreds we learn little. With almost nothing but his will, he wrote, cajoled, talked and organised Zionism into existence . . . These unlikely peregrinations are captured perfectly by Avineri’

David Aaronovitch, The Times

‘What . . . Shlomo Avineri, a professor of political sciences at Jerusalem’s Hebrew University, offers is a different perspective on Herzl’s life. Professor Avineri largely relies on Herzl’s own writings, especially his obsessively written diary, rather than so much on secondary sources as many other books do. This device has the advantage of explaining Herzl’s thoughts, as well as his actions’    Alistair Dawber, Independent

‘It was Austrian politics, not a French miscarriage of justice [the Dreyfus case], which moved Herzl towards Jewish separatism, Avineri explains, with a rather more complex story than the one the professor tells us is taught to Israeli schoolchildren’

Jad Adams, Sunday Telegraph

‘What Avineri gives us is a fine-grained and tender portrait of the Hungarian-born Herzl as a feverish romantic, dodgy dramatist, prolific writer and political organizer, a vibrant man whose energy and devotion to finding a national solution for a Jewish state were palpable and exhausting’   Duncan Kelly, Times Literary Supplement

‘Magnificent’   Daniel Johnson, Standpoint

‘In this book Avineri has reclaimed Herzl from the propagandists’

Colin Shindler, History Today

‘An excellent biography . . . long overdue’    Lord Mitchell, The House

‘Avineri rightly sums up Herzl’s work as a ‘glorious failure that produced impressive results’. It is Avineri’s understanding of the exigencies and difficulties of politics for a mere private individual, without money or official status that makes this book well worth reading’

Anglo-Israel Association

‘Turning the idea of Jewish nationhood into an organised movement was Herzl’s work of genius, which is expounded by Avineri with scholarship, sensitivity and wisdom’   Oliver Kamm, JC.COM
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EPIGRAPH

It is impossible, I think, to name

All the countries where I’ve been.

The only one for which I yearn

I never find: my homeland.

RICHARD WAGNER, The Flying Dutchman

No one has ever thought to look for the

Promised Land where it actually is, and it

is so near – within ourselves.

THEODOR HERZL, Diaries


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PREFACE

THEODOR HERZL was not the first to call for the establishment of a Jewish nation-state. He was preceded, most notably, by the socialist Moses Hess in his Rome and Jerusalem (1862) and by the Russian intellectual and physician Leo Pinsker in his Auto-Emancipation (1882); and the Odessa-based Hovevei Zion (‘Lovers of Zion’) movement had been instrumental since the early 1880s in helping to set up Jewish villages in Palestine. But Herzl’s activity was crucial in creating the institutional and organizational structure which helped to bring the idea of a Jewish state to the attention of world leaders and international public opinion. This process eventually made possible the establishment of Israel in 1948.

There is no dearth of detailed biographies of Herzl, some adulatory and others more critical. Some mistakenly focus on the Dreyfus trial as the trigger that caused Herzl to despair of the promise of Jewish emancipation in Europe: as I will try to show, it was developments in the Austro-Hungarian Empire that led him to the search for a Jewish homeland. On another level, many accounts of Herzl’s vision fail to mention his insistence that in the future Jewish commonwealth, the Arab population of Palestine should enjoy equal rights and participate in the political life of the country. It is not easy to present an adequate picture of his intellectual development and to transform the canonical image of a larger-than-life person – the ‘Visionary of the State’ in common Israeli parlance – into a real, living human being and thus extricate him from the mythological qualities connected with his name. This is basically the aim of this book.

Herzl was a relatively young man of 35 when he entered public life, promoting what he called ‘the Jewish cause’ (die Judensache). Being a private person with no organizational tools at his disposal, he could easily have failed, and his name would have been relegated to obscurity. Yet within less than nine years he had transformed Jewish public discourse and made the idea of a Return to Zion into a reality, albeit still a weak one, in world politics. But it was not inevitable that Herzl’s project would succeed, that it would not become just another of history’s lost causes.

This volume tries to focus mainly on Herzl’s intellectual and spiritual odyssey and to bring out his own doubts, false starts, and wrong turns, as well as his evident achievements. It is this route that turned Herzl from a private and marginal individual into a Jewish political leader, and transformed Zionism from an esoteric, if not cranky, idea into a player on the international scene. For Herzl, this was also a process of self-discovery and self-education.

It is for this reason that Herzl’s diaries serve as a major source for this book’s narrative. With some notable exceptions, their entries, covering 1,500 pages, have been underutilized in describing how complex, and far from pre-determined, were Herzl’s efforts. As in any other case of reverting to the diaries of a public figure who is also a gifted writer, one should obviously take the diary entries with a grain of salt: but they provide a fascinating picture of the incredible social network Herzl succeeded in weaving among various strands of fin de siècle European society. And because in many cases they describe Herzl’s own internal turbulence and failures, they can be seen as a credible reflection of how unsure he was of what he was trying to achieve and how he learned from his mistakes. The diaries are his true ‘novel of formation’ (Bildungsroman), and it is this inner development, coupled with his unceasing activity against all odds, which I try to describe in this book.

I owe my interest in Herzl’s intellectual development to the editors of the full Hebrew translation of Herzl’s Diaries – Josef Wenkert and the late Michael Heymann of the Central Zionist Archive in Jerusalem. Without their invitation to write the historical Introduction to the three-volume edition they were preparing, this book could not have been written. It was then that I realized that my own acquaintance with Herzl had actually been quite limited and inadequate, based as it was mainly on his published canonical writings – The Jewish State and Altneuland. I thus found myself plowing through the hundreds of pages of Herzl’s entries, which vividly described his contacts and meetings with hundreds of people, Jews and non-Jews – a true tableau of Europe’s Yesterday’s World (Die Welt von Gestern). Yet unlike Stefan Zweig’s memorable book, Herzl’s entries were written in what we would now call real time, and not in retrospect: so they are free not only from hindsight, but also from the kind of understandable nostalgia which sometimes mars Zweig’s evocation of a lost world. Reading the diaries from cover to cover – which I dare say even some of Herzl’s biographers did not really do – presented to me the incredibly wide scope of Herzl’s tireless efforts as set against the tremendous odds facing him.

I would like to thank Zvi Yekutiel, Director of the Zalman Shazar Center for Jewish History in Jerusalem, who suggested I write an intellectual biography of Herzl to be included in their series of Jewish Thinkers. I am indebted to Yehiel Leket, Chairman of the Jewish National Fund History Institute, for research support. I learned a lot from my translator, Haim Watzman, a gifted writer in his own right, who was of great help in making my text more accessible to the general reader not versed in Jewish history. I owe a special gratitude to my research assistant, Eyal Tsur, for locating and identifying the quotes in the various English translations of Herzl’s writings, including the Diaries. Cathie Arrington, Lucinda McNeile as well as Anat Banin and Rochelle Rubinstein from the CZA helped with identifying and locating the pictures for the photographic section.

As always, my wife Dvora served as my most critical reader, and my thanks to her can only give a glimpse of how much I owe her for her patience and wisdom.

Finally, I would like to dedicate this volume to my grandchildren, Eynat, Noa and Ido, living proof that Herzl’s vision was not a dream.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

JERUSCHOLAJIM

AT THE END OF OCTOBER 1898 the small steamer Rossiya made its way from Alexandria in Egypt, via Port Said, to Jaffa. Its passengers included Theodor Herzl and four other members of a Zionist delegation on their way to Jerusalem, where they planned to meet Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany during his tour of the Holy Land. Herzl wrote in his diary that the five men shared a single narrow berth on the boat. The heat was stultifying, so they decided to spend the last night of their voyage on deck.

Just two years previously, Herzl had been a successful Viennese journalist and a less successful playwright with no political ambitions and no independent public standing. That changed in 1896, when he published a pamphlet entitled The Jewish State that called for a political-territorial solution to the Jewish question. The following year he convened a Zionist Congress in Basel. The Congress founded the Zionist Organization in order to establish a national home for the Jewish people in Palestine, recognized and guaranteed by public international law. The founding of the Zionist movement made a small splash in the Jewish public and in the international press, but during its first two years the Zionist Organization achieved very little of political or public significance. True, Herzl had done all he could to make connections with European statesmen and national leaders, but had been largely unsuccessful. Now, less than 15 months following the convention in Basel, Herzl was making his way to Jerusalem for a public audience with one of the world’s most important and powerful leaders. Herzl had, in fact, already met Wilhelm in secret in Constantinople. At that preliminary meeting, the Kaiser had voiced his enthusiastic support for the Zionist idea and stated his willingness for Germany to play the role of extending a protectorate over Jewish settlement in Palestine.

Unsurprisingly, then, Herzl was rapturous when he landed in Jaffa. He had never visited Palestine and he knew as little about it as he knew about other Jewish subjects. But his feelings are evident in the diary entry he recorded just a few days later:


At night and in the morning the sea was wonderfully still and shimmered in its multi-colored luminosity. When it grew light, we began to see the Jewish coast [die jüdische Küste] . . . We approached the land of our fathers with mixed feelings. Strange what emotions this desolate country stirs up in most people: in the old German pastor from South Africa, in the Russian muzhik in the foul-smelling steerage, in the Arabs who had been traveling with us from Constantinople, in us Zionists, in the poor Romanian Jewess who wanted to join her sick daughter in Jeruscholajim.



That’s no error – he wrote ‘Jeruscholajim,’ a German transcription of the city’s name in Hebrew, rather than the standard ‘Jerusalem.’ And this from the pen of a man who had his doubts about whether Hebrew could be revived to serve as the language of the Jewish state. ‘Who amongst us has a sufficient acquaintance with Hebrew to ask for a railway-ticket in that language?’ Herzl asks in The Jewish State. But Herzl was also well aware of Jerusalem’s universal significance. It was, after all, a city of profound historical and religious importance not just to the Jews but to all the world’s nations, the Arabs included. This ambivalence between the universal and the Jewish Jerusalem accompanied Herzl during his entire charged and tense visit to Palestine.

But how did Herzl and his delegation get to the point of making their way to Palestine to meet the Kaiser? After all, the Zionist Organization had yet to achieve anything like a breakthrough in putting the Zionist plan on the world’s political and diplomatic agenda. Indeed, Herzl had been taken by surprise when he was unexpectedly presented with the opportunity of meeting the German Emperor in Jerusalem. Skeptical at first, he became persuaded that it was an extraordinary opportunity. So extraordinary, in fact, that he feared that, were the Turkish authorities to comprehend the political import of this event, they would refuse to allow him to come ashore in Jaffa. Once safely landed, he feared that he would be deported or slapped in prison. He even feared for his life, although this concern had little basis in fact and was more a product of his journalistic instincts for narrative embellishment and over-dramatization.

The initiative for Herzl’s visit to Palestine and his meeting with Wilhelm in Jerusalem came from the German Ambassador in Vienna, Prince Philip von Eulenburg. Herzl had cultivated this diplomat, seeking to persuade him to arrange him an audience with his sovereign. Relations between Germany and Turkey were getting closer, in part as a result of a plan to build a rail line that would connect Berlin, through Constantinople, with Baghdad. The Baghdad Railway project was an element of Germany’s imperial game against Britain, which through its control of the Suez Canal reigned supreme over trade with India and the Far East. Herzl understood that German support for his project was essential, especially after the failure of his attempts at direct contacts with the Sultan’s court. Herzl heard that, as part of his Oriental policy, the Kaiser resolved to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, ostensibly to dedicate the new Lutheran Church of the Redeemer. When Herzl also learned that the German Emperor planned to stop first in Constantinople, he redoubled his efforts. During a visit to Vienna by the German Foreign Minister, Bernhard von Bülow, Ambassador von Eulenburg arranged an appointment at which Herzl presented the Zionist program and asked to be received by the Kaiser. Herzl’s impression was that the Foreign Minister listened closely and with a certain amount of sympathy. But weeks went by without word from Berlin. Herzl had a tendency to misinterpret diplomatic politesse as consent.

Then, on October 2, while in Amsterdam to speak to Zionist activists and bankers regarding the proposal to establish a Zionist bank, Herzl received a message telling him to proceed immediately to the German consulate. At the consulate he received an urgent communiqué from von Eulenburg that had arrived in the diplomatic bag. He opened the letter and found himself overwhelmed – it appeared that, for the first time, his diplomatic efforts seemed to be bearing fruit. The German Ambassador in Vienna wrote that Kaiser Wilhelm II was prepared to present the Zionist program to the Sultan during his visit to Constantinople and to lend the program his personal support. Furthermore, the Kaiser was prepared to establish a German protectorate for the Zionist enterprise – an admittedly vague concept, but one with obvious political implications. Finally, he agreed to receive a Zionist delegation in Jerusalem. If Herzl headed the delegation, von Eulenburg wrote, the Emperor would be willing to allow Herzl to explain the Zionist position to him at an official audience. Von Eulenburg enclosed the Emperor’s itinerary, including the dates of his stays in Constantinople and Jerusalem. In the meantime, Herzl was to proceed forthwith to Berlin to meet the Ambassador and discuss the next steps.

Von Eulenburg painted Herzl an optimistic picture – one that would later prove to be overly sanguine. But for Herzl it was enough that he had, for the first time, been invited to appear before the leader of a world power. Not only that, the power in question was at present the closest ally of the Ottoman Empire, which ruled Palestine, and the audience would take place in Jerusalem. Nevertheless, Herzl was well aware of the complexities. True, he was a senior editor at Vienna’s most powerful newspaper, the Neue Freie Presse, but he held no public office. He was, in diplomatic terms, no more than a private individual. He would have to ask the newspaper for leave. As he wrote in his diary, he was a ‘wage slave’ and the publishers were not great fans of the Zionist cause. Yet a request from the Emperor was tantamount to a command – in fact, von Eulenburg had written explicitly, Herzl noted in his diary, that ‘the Kaiser would be disappointed if he did not get to see me in Jerusalem.’

During a dinner in The Hague on the evening after he received the summons, Herzl revealed, in confidence, the contents of the letter to the other members of the Zionist Executive. He personally believed that the matter was still ‘not ripe.’ During the meeting in Berlin he would, he resolved, seek to persuade von Eulenburg that it would be better for the Kaiser to receive him secretly in Berlin rather than officially in Jerusalem. From The Hague he proceeded to London for previously scheduled consultations regarding the Zionist bank and for a large public meeting in Whitechapel that was attended, Herzl wrote in his diary, by some 10,000 people. The optimistic tone of the speech he gave there, which was published the next day in London’s Jewish newspapers, was undoubtedly influenced by the encouragement he felt coming from Berlin.

Then Herzl changed his travel plans. He had originally planned to return to Vienna from London, but instead he traveled straight to Berlin. During two intense days he spent in the German capital he participated in a number of meetings in Potsdam, the imperial residence just outside Berlin, but his mood swung precipitously from sky-high to profoundly melancholic. Exposed for the first time to high diplomacy, he discovered to his chagrin that it was replete with sleight of hand and deceit.

When he arrived in Berlin on the evening of October 6, Herzl expected that a message from von Eulenburg would be waiting for him. But there was no letter. He exchanged cables with the Ambassador and finally received instructions to take a train the next morning to von Eulenburg’s estate in Brandenburg. This was Herzl’s first encounter with the vast northern German plain, so different from the dramatic and romantic mountain landscapes he knew from Austria and southern Germany. He was astonished to discover that the Brandenburg region offered beautiful green vistas and was ‘by no means a sandy desert as people say it is.’ And when he took in the Prussian countryside from his train window, he could not refrain from writing in his diary: ‘So we too shall convert the sandy deserts of our country into beautiful meadows.’

Herzl’s arrival at von Eulenburg’s estate coincided with the height of the shooting season – the Prince received him in hunting garb. He keenly felt the disparity between the aristocratic milieu he had landed in, combining high politics with pheasant shooting, and his own status as a bourgeois Viennese Jew. True, he was a well-known journalist, author, and playwright, but he had no previous exposure to the opulence of a princely estate. He knew very well that his social background placed him light years distant from the gentile military tradition and love of the hunt evinced by the suits of armor on display in the mansion and the spears and swords hanging on the walls.

Yet all this faded away when he sat down to discuss business with his host. Von Eulenburg told him that his letter had been written at the behest of the Emperor, who had personally approved its contents. He told Herzl that, in several meetings, he had managed to infuse the Emperor with enthusiasm for the Zionist idea and that, as a result, ‘The Kaiser is very warmly inclined toward the project.’ He added that Foreign Minister von Bülow had also been persuaded, despite the reservations he had expressed to Herzl during their meeting in Vienna. ‘One restrains oneself – which is understandable at a first meeting. One is cautious, does not let oneself go immediately. However, the main thing is not what he said to you, but what he said to me when I tried to persuade him. I convinced him.’

When Herzl expressed his doubts about the wisdom of an audience in Jerusalem, von Eulenburg responded that this was the Emperor’s wish. Wilhelm wished to receive not only Herzl but an entire Zionist delegation, and that ‘he had already got quite used to the idea of a protectorate.’ That being the case, there was no point in a secret meeting. The diplomatic program would come to light in any case, so it was best to make a public show of it from the start. Given the warming relations between Germany and Russia, von Eulenburg was confident that the latter country would be favorably disposed to the idea of a German protectorate. ‘If worst comes to worst, our Kaiser could write a letter [to the Czar] and win him over to Zionism.’ In von Eulenburg’s view, the Kaiser had no doubts that the Sultan would respond positively to his proposal. The Ambassador proposed that Herzl meet von Bülow to lay out the protocol of the audience. Furthermore, the Emperor’s uncle, the Grand Duke of Baden, who already supported Herzl’s ideas, happened to be in Potsdam. The two would have an opportunity to meet again.

Herzl was encouraged:


A protectorate! Many will shake their heads over it. But I believe the only right course is to accept it gratefully, now that it has been offered. For surely no one among us has dreams of a monarchy . . . Also, at one stroke we would obtain a completely formal internal and external legal status. The Porte’s suzerainty along with Germany’s protectorate would certainly be sufficient legal pillars.



Egypt’s semi-autonomous status at the time provided Herzl with an appropriate administrative model for the Zionist entity to be established in Palestine.

In fact, his spirits were so high that he saw the matter as almost a fait accompli. As soon as a protectorate was established, he thought to himself, he would resign from the leadership of the Zionist movement, so as to fend off charges that he was seeking personal benefit or political power. He would submit his resignation at the movement’s climactic moment, ‘and this would be the last service I would perform for the Jews.’ Yet he also remarked to himself that perhaps this would not be possible, ‘[f]or the German government, which is making agreements with me, will want me to remain so I can keep them!’

But these castles in the air dissolved into mist the very next day. Yes, the Grand Duke of Baden seconded von Eulenburg’s assertions that the Kaiser ‘has taken to your idea quite warmly. He speaks of it in the liveliest terms,’ and that the Sultan would support it. But his meeting with the Foreign Minister was like a cold shower: von Bülow was anything but enthusiastic. Herzl had managed to gain access to the highest levels of European politics, but what he heard from the Foreign Minister was not encouraging. His mood swung again. In his diary, he described his arrival for his meeting with von Bülow at the imperial palace – he was led by impeccably uniformed officers and obsequious courtiers into an ornate rococo set of rooms. ‘One cannot get higher than this,’ he wrote. Von Bülow was waiting for him in his elegant chamber, along with ‘a short, crooked old gentleman, bedecked with decorations, a yellow grand-cordon across his court dress’: Herzl found himself being introduced to the Chancellor of the German Reich, Prince Chlodwig von Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst.

Herzl was thrilled – the presence of the Chancellor was an indication of how seriously the German government took the subject. But he was taken aback by the Chancellor’s first remark: ‘Do you think that the Jews are going to give up and leave their stock exchange and follow you? The Jews, who are comfortably installed here in Berlin?’ Herzl offered the clinching Zionist argument – perhaps the stock market’s Jews would not go with him, but the common Jews, including those in Berlin, certainly would.

Following this unpromising beginning, the Chancellor asked several practical questions. How much territory were the Zionists asking for? Up to Beirut or perhaps beyond? Herzl’s response was: ‘We will ask for what we need – the more immigrants, the more land.’ From whom would they buy the land? Herzl said: ‘Arabs, Greeks – the whole mixed multitude of the Orient.’ Was it his intention to establish a state? Herzl replied: ‘We want autonomy and self-protection.’ The conversation then touched on other subjects. What would Turkey’s position be? Who would fund the migration of the Jews? Herzl divulged that he had at his disposal tens of millions of pounds sterling, although in fact these funds did not exist anywhere outside his fertile imagination. Von Bülow commented: ‘That’s a lot! . . . The money might do the trick. With it one can swing the matter.’ He added ironically: ‘In any case it would be the first eastward migration of the Israelites. Until now they have always moved westward.’

Herzl had understood from von Eulenburg that his audience with the Emperor would take place in Jerusalem. He was thus surprised when von Bülow bid him farewell with ‘See you in Constantinople, Herr Doktor!’ Herzl asked, ‘In Constantinople and in Jerusalem?’ The Foreign Minister replied coolly: ‘In any case, only once!’ Herzl managed to extract from von Bülow an affirmative answer to his question: ‘Shall I, then, submit at Constantinople the address which I am to deliver in Jerusalem?’

The conversation was cut short because the Germans had to hurry to a state dinner. Herzl was left with a sour taste in his mouth. It was now clear to him that the two most important statesmen in the German Reich were cool to the Zionist project and that they adhered to anti-Semitic stereotypes. He had no way of knowing whether the Emperor thought differently. Or perhaps, being experienced diplomats, they were simply speaking with extreme caution so as to avoid entering into any commitments? If nothing else, the two days in Potsdam were an education for Herzl on the complexity and uncertainty he would encounter in Constantinople and Jerusalem.

Herzl returned to Vienna on October 9 and commenced making personal and political arrangements for his voyage. First he had to ask for leave from his newspaper. While publishers and editors of the Neue Freie Presse were not enthusiastic, they could not deny the import of the occasion – after all, Herzl was to meet with the German Emperor. Still, Herzl’s two hats, as an editor at the paper and as the leader of a small political movement who had managed to insinuate himself into high-level politics, made life difficult for them.

In parallel, Herzl convened his colleagues from the Zionist Executive. Its members all wanted to be included in the delegation and, of course, those who were not chosen felt insulted. After a series of meetings and fevered exchanges of telegrams, it was decided that the delegation would consist of five members: Herzl, chairman of the Zionist Executive and president of the Zionist congresses; Moritz Schnirer, vice-chairman of the Zionist Executive; Max Bodenheimer, president of the Zionist Federation of Germany; David Wolffsohn, chairman of the planning committee of the Zionist bank and later to be Herzl’s successor as president of the Zionist Organization; and Joseph Seidener, a Russian-born engineer and the only member of the delegation to have visited Palestine before, as a representative of the Hovevei Zion movement in 1891. It would be just one of the ironies of Herzl’s life and of Zionist history that this sole visit to the ancestral Jewish homeland by the founder of the Zionist movement was initiated by the Emperor of Germany.

The delegation boarded the train for Constantinople on October 14, less than two weeks after Herzl first learned of the Emperor’s desire to meet him in Palestine. At the last minute, before setting out, Herzl met with the Turkish Ambassador in Vienna, Mohammed Nadim Bey. Herzl hoped to obtain personal letters of introduction to Turkish leaders, but the Ambassador demurred, offering a convoluted Arabic parable as an explanation. Just before leaving, Herzl gave a reading to the actors of his newest play, Unser Kätchen (Our Cathy), slated for production at the Burgtheater in Vienna. His parents came to his house to bid him farewell, apprehensive about the dangers of the Orient. Their fears were reinforced by a warning relayed to him from Jerusalem – Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, the Hebrew lexicographer and journalist, warned Herzl of plots to assassinate him.

The Turkish Ambassadors to Vienna and Berlin, both of whom Herzl knew from his newspaper work, rode on the same train as the Zionists. Herzl took the opportunity to chat with them, but without revealing the purpose of his trip. They presumably thought that he was traveling to Constantinople as a journalist to cover Wilhelm’s visit.

Herzl had been to Constantinople before on unsuccessful Zionist missions. This time he found himself groping through the same fog of uncertainty that he had felt during his brief sojourn in Potsdam. He was told that the Emperor would receive him, but not when or where the audience would take place. His attempts to see the German Ambassador in the Ottoman capital were rebuffed. The Turkish chief of protocol avoided having any contact with the delegation. Tensely expecting to be summoned to the Emperor, Herzl and his colleagues went to see a play presented by a visiting Yiddish theater troupe. The production was pathetic, Herzl wrote. Beyond that, they spent their time discussing the political program they would present to the Emperor. After four days of fruitless anticipation, a despairing Herzl dispatched letters to Foreign Minister von Bülow and the Imperial Lord Chamberlain. He noted the tight schedule – to reach Jerusalem on time to meet the Emperor, the delegation would have to sail for Alexandria the next day, October 19. Might it be possible to receive some word from his benevolent Majesty?

Herzl inserted a personal note to the Emperor into the envelope bearing the letter sent to the Lord Chamberlain. Since he had no way of knowing whether the Emperor would indeed receive him, he laid out the substantive points he wished to convey. He hoped that Germany would indeed consent to take it upon itself to establish a protectorate over the Jewish settlement in Palestine, as Herzl had been given to understand it would. He noted that France, which had clear interests in the Middle East, was likely to object. But France’s international position was weak. Russia would certainly view the Zionist solution to the Jewish question as ‘an enormous relief.’ Herzl recommended that the Emperor explain to the Sultan, his ally, ‘what aid the Zionists would bring to his impoverished, bankrupt state.’ The way to achieve this would be to grant his consent for the establishment, under German sponsorship, of a ‘Jewish Land Society for Syria and Palestine’ (Jüdische Landgesellschaft für Syrien und Palästina). Herzl concluded his letter with a plea to the Emperor to receive him for a confidential audience prior to the departure of the last available passenger ship to Alexandria. The Emperor and his entourage would sail on the German imperial yacht Hohenzollern and as such were not dependent on passenger ship timetables. Herzl stressed that he wished to personally convey an overview of the plan he would present at their upcoming meeting in the Land of Israel (im Lande Israels – here he did not use ‘Palestine,’ the standard geographical designation).

Herzl wrote all these letters, including his detailed memo, in his own hand (twice he made mistakes in his first fair copy). He and the delegation lacked the services of an office or assistants in Constantinople. Wolffsohn was sent in a hired carriage to deliver the letters, in the hopes that he would be able to get through the Turkish and German barriers at the entrance to Yildiz Palace, where the Emperor and his entourage were staying.

Almost at the last moment, at 3:30 in the afternoon, an unsigned note arrived from the Germans: Dr. Herzl was requested to appear before the Emperor at 4:30. Herzl, accompanied by Wolffsohn, rushed off to the palace. Before leaving, he stretched out his hand before the other members of the delegation to show them how it was shaking. He told them that his pulse was up to 108, ‘which is very fast for me.’ One of his associates asked him if he would like a dose of bromide to calm his nerves, but when Herzl was told that the drug would take half an hour to work, he decided against it. Herzl did not neglect to note in his diary that he dressed meticulously: ‘The color of my gloves was particularly becoming: a delicate grey.’ When he arrived at the palace at the designated time it turned out that, of course, the Emperor was delayed at a visit to the German Embassy and at a German school. The courtiers graciously but firmly asked Dr. Herzl to wait and not to leave the anteroom. At 5:30, an hour late, the Emperor arrived and the Lord Chamberlain led Herzl and Foreign Minister von Bülow into the imperial chamber.

The account of the audience that Herzl recorded in his diary combines the precise reporting of a journalist with the awe he felt on this, the most important political meeting he had had thus far in the Zionist cause. Today, knowing as we do the events of World War I, we find it hard to credit Herzl’s admiration for the Emperor as a person. His description of Wilhelm’s eyes is not easy to stomach: ‘A remarkable, bold, inquisitive soul shows in them.’ But Wilhelm II was still relatively young at this point, quite popular in Europe and an enthusiast for modern ideas. The brutal side of his personality, which cast a shadow over Europe in the period leading up to and during the Great War, had not yet become apparent. Nevertheless, Herzl tempered his wonder by noting that the Emperor, dressed in an impeccable hussar uniform, was notably uneasy about his prominent physical defect – one arm was shorter than the other.

Despite Herzl’s understandable nervousness, the meeting went well. There were no preliminaries – the Emperor asked him to go straight into his presentation. After a moment of bewilderment (‘Where shall I begin, Your Imperial Majesty?’), Herzl recovered and launched into a cogent presentation, focusing on the issues he had included in the memo – the establishment of a Land Company under German protection. Herzl wrote in his diary that the Emperor nodded in agreement, reaffirming that he was favorably disposed to the Zionist movement. He asked Herzl to tell him explicitly what he should request from the Sultan. Herzl replied, ‘A Chartered Company under German sponsorship.’ The Emperor replied, ‘Good, a Chartered Company.’

Everything seemed to be going well, even better than expected. But Herzl was bothered by two matters. First, despite the Emperor’s seeming willingness to take the Zionist enterprise under his protection as part of Germany’s policy in the Levant, Herzl discerned an unsympathetic tone in Wilhelm’s references to the Jews themselves. He used the expression ‘Ihre Landsleute,’ ‘your people,’ adding: ‘There are elements among your people whom it would be quite a good thing to settle in Palestine. I am thinking of Hesse, for example, where there are usurers at work among the rural population.’ However, the Emperor noted that anti-Semitism was strongest in France, ‘for there the Church is behind it,’ adding immediately that ‘Herr von Rothschild seems to know this too, for he is having his art collection shipped to London.’ It was very unpleasant.

Von Bülow also lent a distasteful atmosphere to the conversation. He commented that German Jews ought to be but were not hugely grateful to the Hohenzollern dynasty for their emancipation and economic prosperity following the unification of Germany. Yet, he said, ‘now the Jews were to be seen among all the opposition parties, even the anti-monarchical ones.’ The Emperor muttered the name of Paul Singer, a leader of the Social Democrats. Herzl saw, as he had many times previously, that European leaders, consciously or not, often accompanied their expressions of support for the idea of a Jewish state with typical anti-Jewish prejudices.

The conversation continued with an intelligent exchange of views about European politics. Herzl felt comfortable during this part of the audience because, as the political editor of an influential newspaper and the leader of the Zionist movement, he was well versed in the issues. Even if the tone was not always friendly, Herzl wrote in his diary, it was an impressive achievement. After three years of intensive labor, ‘the obscure word “Zionism”’ had become familiar currency in the courts of emperors and kings, no mean achievement.

Following the audience, which lasted for more than an hour, von Bülow accompanied Herzl to his carriage. The faces of the courtiers they passed on the way displayed astonishment at the gesture. Von Bülow summed up the details of the coming public audience in Jerusalem and asked Herzl to convey, urgently, before leaving Constantinople, to the German Ambassador, a copy of the speech he would make before the Emperor in Jerusalem. The two men agreed that von Bülow would read through the speech and approve it. Herzl would of course not include anything that had not received prior approval.

Elated by the congenial atmosphere of his audience with the Kaiser, but fully understanding the limits of German support, Herzl proceeded to draft his speech. Uncertain as to whether they were indeed proceeding to Palestine, the members of the delegation had not yet made arrangements for their journey. At the last minute they managed to secure tickets on the Russian ship Imperator Nicholas II.

The ship made stops at Piraeus and Izmir. At the first stop, the delegation made a visit to the Acropolis in Athens, but Herzl was not in the mood for sightseeing. He was focused solely on the trip to Palestine, an unknown realm of Jewish longing but also the site of what seemed to him like a prophetic vision. He would be received there by a potentate who seemed, more than any other statesman he had thus far met, to favor the Zionist cause. It was so surprising, so unexpected, and the future remained shrouded in mystery. Herzl must not have been unaware of the irony in the ship’s name – the Russian Czar, cousin to Wilhelm II, headed an oppressive regime that bore much responsibility for the greatest sufferings the Jewish people had endured in modern times. It was the oppression the Jews suffered under the Czar that had given birth to the proto-Zionist Hovevei Zion movement. Another irony that also goes unmentioned in Herzl’s diary was the name of the smaller boat that took them from Alexandria to Jaffa – the Rossiya.

On October 26, 1898, Herzl set foot on the Jaffa shore. He and his delegation spent just short of ten days in Palestine, most of them in Jerusalem. It was a tense time, full of notable experiences, and Herzl’s diary entries bear witness to his turbulent emotional state. There were three causes. The first was his electric encounter with the Land of Israel, the Jewish people’s ancient homeland, with all the associations it brought up, including his visits to the first new Jewish settlements. The second was the concrete reality of the country, Jerusalem in particular, as it looked to an educated man of the world who was aware of historical forces but found himself repelled by the neglect and decrepitude he saw everywhere. The third were his expectations and nervousness about how his upcoming audience with the Emperor would turn out and what it would mean for the future of the Zionist movement. It is hardly surprising, then, that his diary entries display ambiguity and contradiction regarding both Jerusalem and the entire visit. ‘When I remember thee in days to come, O Jerusalem,’ he wrote, ‘it will not be with pleasure.’ Yet he also waxed poetic: ‘Jerusalem is spread before me in all its glory. Even in its present decay it is a beautiful city, and, if we come here, can become one of the most beautiful cities in the world again.’

The jumble, noise, and clutter of Jaffa and its port struck Herzl in full force, just as it did other visitors at that time. ‘Again poverty and misery and heat in gay colors,’ he wrote. His stay on the coast was spent largely visiting Jewish agricultural settlements, the moshavot established by Hovevei Zion and the first wave of modern Jewish immigration to Palestine, the First Aliyah. He also visited the Mikveh Israel agricultural school just east of Jaffa. He was impressed but also reserved – Mikveh Israel was excellent, he thought, but its management, drawn from the French Alliance Israélite Universelle, looked askance on Herzl and his delegation. ‘Fear of Monsieur le Baron [Edmond de Rothschild, who provided financial backing for Jewish settlement] hovers over everything,’ he wrote. Rothschild was apprehensive about any contact with the Zionist Organization because of its political orientation, the result being, Herzl wrote, that ‘The poor colonists have swapped one fear for another.’ Herzl felt similar misgivings when he visited the moshava Rishon LeZion, despite the polite reception he received there. The welcoming speech made by one of the settlers sought ‘to harmonize their obligations towards the Baron and their love for me.’ The Rothschild-appointed administrator ‘received us with a frightened air.’ Neither did the faces of the settlers make a good impression. ‘Again, row upon row of faces such as I have seen in London, Berlin and Brünn, everywhere,’ he wrote.

His visit to another agricultural community, Rehovot, offered a more encouraging picture, perhaps because this moshava was not run by the Rothschild administration. As the delegation approached, a posse of about twenty young people mounted on horses came out to greet the visitors and conducted a ‘fantasia’ in which they sang Hebrew songs and chanted the Hebrew cheer ‘heidad!’. He and his colleagues, Herzl admitted, ‘had tears in our eyes when we saw those nimble, daring horsemen into whom our young trouser-salesmen can be transformed.’ The implication was clear – here, in Rehovot, Herzl saw the answer to the malicious incitement of the anti-Semitic German historian Heinrich von Treitschke, who had warned against the immigration to Germany of poor Jews from the east, the ‘trouser-hawking Jewish boys’ whose descendants were taking control of the German press and economy. Here, in Palestine, a new kind of Jew, free and self-confident, could grow up, emancipated from degenerating occupations and from bourgeois acquisitiveness. No wonder Herzl was so impressed by this visit: ‘Such great results with such meager means.’

The next day Herzl conducted a public relations stunt, only partially successful. Learning that the Emperor, who had in the meantime landed in Jaffa, would be riding on horseback to Jerusalem on a route that passed by Mikveh Israel, Herzl stationed himself on the road so as to stage an unplanned encounter. The school’s administrators had not asked him to do so, and sent out its students to receive the imperial entourage. Herzl suggested to the headmaster, Joseph Niego, whom he had met the previous day, to present him to the Kaiser, ‘should the latter recognize me and speak to me.’ Niego ‘begged me to refrain from doing this, because it might be regarded as a Zionist demonstration and could harm him.’ It was not the only hostile response Herzl and his Zionist delegation received from members of the Yishuv, the Jewish community in Palestine.

When the German caravan, led by the Emperor, reached the Mikveh Israel junction, the student choir sang out the German imperial anthem, ‘Heil Dir im Siegerkranz.’ Herzl positioned himself next to one of the school’s plows and raised his pith helmet in deference. He was happy to see that Wilhelm recognized him (‘at a distance’), pulled his horse around to face him, ‘and when he leaned down over the neck of the horse,’ extended his hand down in greeting. The Lord Chamberlain also offered Herzl a friendly salute from high up on his horse. Herzl offered a polite reply and asked the Emperor how his trip had been. ‘Very hot! But the country has a future,’ he replied. ‘Water is what it needs, a lot of water!’ Herzl concurred and the Emperor repeated: ‘It is a land of the future,’ before heading off. The student choir again sang the German anthem and the imperial party went on its way.

It’s hard to imagine a less important conversation, but the image of Herzl, hat in hand, standing before the mounted Emperor has become a Zionist icon. It was no mean fact that Wilhelm stopped to speak with Herzl. ‘The spectators at Mikveh Israel were quite dumbfounded,’ he wrote. ‘The Rothschild clerks looked frightened and out of sorts.’ But the two photographs taken by Bodenheimer did not come out well. In fact, the familiar image of Herzl holding his hat before the mounted Kaiser is a photomontage. Yet the encounter is firmly ensconced in Zionist legend.

During most of the visit, Herzl was indisposed – he had not been feeling well since he disembarked at Jaffa. Struck with fever, he felt weak during his entire stay in Palestine. It may have been a real illness, perhaps malaria, or simply overexcitement. Schnirer, a physician, recommended quinine, but when Herzl tried it he vomited; alcohol and camphor rubdowns did not help either. Whatever the case, Herzl’s understandable agitation was accompanied by physical weakness, and the effects on his conduct were evident throughout his visit.

Later that day, a Friday, Herzl and his party boarded the Jaffa–Jerusalem train. It set out a full hour behind schedule, and the cramped and narrow car was infernally hot, turning Herzl’s rising fever into a ‘real torture.’ The delay meant that the train would arrive in Jerusalem after sunset and the onset of the Sabbath. They were to lodge at a hotel half an hour’s walk from the train station but it was not clear whether Herzl, in his condition, could manage that. The delegation conferred and decided that it was inconceivable that they ride by carriage from the train station to the hotel – Jewish religious law forbids traveling by vehicle on the holy day. As a result, Herzl wrote, ‘I had to resign myself to walking to the city, weak with fever though I was. I tottered all over the place on my cane; with my other arm I braced myself alternately against [two companions].’ That was not how he had envisioned his entry into Jerusalem. But, once they were settled, Herzl’s condition did not prevent him and his colleagues from taking in the city’s sights, as they waited for official word about the audience with the Emperor.

On the walk from the train station to the hotel, with his fever raging, the city made a potent impression on him. ‘In spite of my weariness, Jerusalem by moon-light with its grand outlines made a powerful impression on me. Magnificent the silhouette of the fortress of Zion, the Citadel of David. The streets were crowded with bunches of Jews [Judenscharen] strolling in the moonlight.’* He spent the Saturday in his hotel room, too weak to go out, but on Sunday he and his colleagues went for a walk. The romantic Friday night image had dissipated – now he saw the neglect, the decay, and the simmering hostility between the city’s different faiths. Herzl, a secular man of culture, well aware of the city’s history and its implications, was shocked by the filth and the beggars who swarmed in the holy places. But in addition to this, he recorded in his diary a vision of how to plan a modern Jerusalem:


The rotting deposits of two thousand years of inhumanity, intolerance, and uncleanliness lie in the foul-smelling alleys. The one man who has been present here all this time, the amiable dreamer of Nazareth, has only contributed to exacerbating the hatred.

If we ever get Jerusalem and if I am still able to do anything actively at that time, I would begin by cleaning it up. I would clear out everything that is not sacred, build homes for workers outside the city, empty the nests of filth and tear them down, burn the secular ruins, and transfer the bazaars elsewhere. Then, retaining the old architectural style as much as possible, I would build around the holy sites a comfortable, airy new city with proper sanitation.



Further on he wrote:


From the gallery of an ancient synagogue [Tif’eret Israel] we enjoyed a view of the Temple area, the Mount of Olives, and the whole legendary landscape in the morning sunshine. I am quite firmly convinced that a magnificent New Jerusalem could be built outside the old city walls.

The Old Jerusalem would still remain Lourdes and Mecca and Jeruscholajim. A very pretty, elegant town would be quite possible beside it.



Two days later he wrote:


In the afternoon we were on the Mount of Olives.

Great moments. What couldn’t be made of this countryside! A city like Rome, and the Mount of Olives would furnish a panorama like the Janiculum [hill in Rome].

I would isolate the Old City with its relics and pull out all the regular traffic; only houses of worship and philanthropic institutions would be allowed to remain inside the old walls, and the wide ring of hillsides all around, which would turn green under our hands, would be the location of a glorious New Jerusalem. The most discriminating visitors from every part of the world would travel the road up to the Mount of Olives. Tender care can turn Jerusalem into a jewel. Include everything sacred within the old walls, spread everything new around it.

We climbed the Russian Tower [of the Church of Ascension] . . . Incomparable view of the Jordan Valley with its mountain slopes, the Dead Sea, the Mountains of Moab, the eternal city of Jerusalem.

It would require time and a clear head to sort out all these impressions.



He found the Western Wall, the holiest Jewish site in the city, repulsive: ‘We have been to the Wailing Wall. A deeper emotion refuses to come, because the place is pervaded by a hideous, wretched, speculative beggary. At least, this is the way it was when we were there, yesterday evening and this morning.’ He was now more certain than ever that the city needed a fundamental makeover.

But they also encountered other problems in their tour of the Old City. When they came to the Via Dolorosa they walked ‘rather quickly . . . because it is said to be an ill-omened place for Jews.’ The delegation refrained from visiting the mosques on the Temple Mount, because of ‘a rabbinical ban of excommunication.’ Presumably Herzl, as a private individual and a man of culture with an interest in history, would very much have liked to visit both the Church of the Holy Sepulcher and the Dome of the Rock, but he realized that an official Zionist delegation, no matter how secular its members might be, had to respect the sensitivities of religious Jews in its public actions.

Herzl also found himself in conflict with members of the Old Yishuv – the traditional Jerusalem community, both Ashkenazim and Sephardim, who were hostile to Zionism and wanted nothing to do with the delegation. Yet the worst
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