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Preface

Almost three decades ago Sir Isaiah Berlin wrote that he envied the fu
ture biographer of Weizmann.1 Though to date no one has written a 
scholarly biography of Weizmann, he continues to arouse interest among 
historians. Although many of the controversies about Weizmann's work 
and achievements are well known, they have not been settled, which 
makes their exploration all the more worthwhile.

One could, of course, begin with the controversy about whether 
Weizmann was a true historic "hero" or not.2 Since I feel this is not a 
relevant issue when considering his early life, one should focus instead 
on leadership.3- How Weizmann came to possess the qualities of leader
ship necessary to propel him to prominence at the right moment is an 
appropriate subject for debate in the period prior to World War I and is 
thus one of the major themes in this book. In attempting to explain his 
complex personality, I have focused on the two driving forces which 
shaped Weizmann's life before World War I: Zionism and chemistry. I 
have tried to explain the interplay and conflict between these forces and 
how they were eventually harmonized on the eve of the war.

It is not my intention in this book to review the history of Zionism or 
Jewish history but rather to provide the reader with a background suf
ficient to explain the milieu in which Weizmann functioned. Clearly, no 
one is shaped as a leader in isolation, and it is the biographer's duty to 
study that leader within the proper historical context. As will be seen, 
the story of Weizmann as an individual and the history of his time do 
not necessarily mesh, but they do intersect in a way that makes it im
portant to keep both in mind.

The writing of this book was made much easier by the publication of 
the twenty-three volumes of The Letters and Papers of Chaim Weizmann, 
which began to appear in 1968. My own interest in writing a biography 
of Chaim Weizmann was awakened when I began editing one of the 
volumes of letters. I completed that task on the eve of the hundredth 
anniversary of the birth of Chaim Weizmann. Apart from conferences 
and public discussions4 on the life and times of Chaim Weizmann, that 
annivérsary date—November 1974—produced a spate of newspaper ar-



Preface

tides and editorials on Weizmann's Zionist ideology and its meaning in 
our time.5 One common theme underlies these articles: Weizmann has 
been neglected. One writer went so far as to state that there had been a 
deliberate attempt in Israel to relegate Weizmann to the far recesses of 
Zionist and Israeli historiography.6

Indeed, it is true that the State of Israel has been dominated for many 
years by the personality and achievements of David Ben Gurion and, more 
recently, by the previously neglected Vladimir Jabotinsky. Weizmann 
never cultivated a group of disdples, either in the Diaspora or among 
the pioneering elements of the Jewish community in Palestine. His power 
was not based on political parties or institutions within the Zionist 
movement. Rather, he placed his trust in a number of intellectuals and 
confidants. Since Weizmann's influence often depended on forces out
side the Zionist movement, when these were weakened or severed he 
did not have the internal bureaucratic machinery to back him or perpet
uate his memory. Perhaps another factor which has deterred historians 
from writing Weizmann's biography is the existence of his own well- 
written and engaging autobiography Trial and Error.7 Weizmann dictated 
this autobiography to Maurice Samuel in old age, without consulting 
records or documents; thus it is not surprising that these memoirs are 
replete with errors.8 For this reason I have tried to present a reliable ac
count of Weizmann's life until the outbreak of World War I.

Historians have been interested in Weizmann's Zionist career since the 
war, while ignoring the earlier period. Yet it was then that his person
ality, Zionist Weltanschauung, and scientific direction were forged. By 
the age of forty Weizmann had already achieved his highest academic 
post and had laid the foundation for his most important discoveries in 
chemistry. His Zionist Weltanschauung had been shaped in the after- 
math of Herzl's death and his personal life was stable. He seems to have 
arrived at an emotional and psychic equilibrium.

The documentation for this early period is unfortunately spotty until 
Weizmann is made a Doctor of Chemistry in Geneva in 1899, at the age 
of twenty-five. Thus, the first third of his life lacks adequate records save 
for some memoirs of Weizmann's mother and sister.9 The exception to 
this are letters written by Weizmann to his first fiancée, Sophia Getzova, 
between 1897 and 1902. These letters are in the hands of a Los Angeles 
woman who, for reasons of her own, refuses to make them available. 
These letters could presumably shed light on Weizmann's youth.

Apart from this disappointment, I was very fortunate to have the co
operation of various archivists, librarians, and their staff in England, Is
rael, and the United States. The archives and libraries used are listed in 
the bibliography, but I would like to single out Mrs. Leonard Stein, who 
graciously gave me permission to peruse her husband's papers, housed 
in the Bodleian Library.

Likewise, my friends and colleagues have provided me with encour
agement, guidance, and help throughout the various phases of the manu
script. In 1977 Professor Walter Z. Laqueur—then the official biogra-
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pher of Chaim Weizmann (appointed by Yad Chaim Weizmann) invited 
me to coauthor the biography with him. In this capacity I was able to 
consult notes and other materials prepared by the late Right Honorable 
Richard H. S. Crossman, who, until his untimely death in 1974, had pre
ceded Laqueur as the official Weizmann biographer. I greatly benefited 
from Mr. Crossman's insights and formulations. When it became un
feasible for Professor Laqueur to continue working on the biography, he 
encouraged me to do it on my own and supported me throughout the 
six years it took to complete this manuscript. Professor Bill Williams was 
the perfect host during my stay at his house in Manchester and guided 
me through the archives of the dty. Dr. David Patterson, president of 
the Oxford Centre for Postgraduate Hebrew Studies, graciously accom
modated me in Yamton Manor and his staff was most cooperative while 
I perused the Kressel Collection. Dr. Michael Heymann, director of the 
Centred Zionist Archives, was as helpful on this project as he had been 
in the past. Ms. Nehama A. Chalom, the curator of the Weizmann Ar
chives, spared no effort to provide me with documents during and after 
my sojourn in Israel. She also commented on the penultimate draft of 
the biography. Likewise, all those with whom I came in contact at Yad 
Chaim Weizmann supported me graciously in the preparation of this 
volume. Professors Chimen Abramsky, Stuart A. Cohen, Shmuei Ettin- 
ger, Lloyd P. Gartner, Ezra Mendelsohn, David Vital, and Mr. Shabtai 
Teveth made helpful comments on various drafts of the manuscript and 
saved me from many embarrassments. Mr. Peter Shaw made sugges
tions on the first two chapters of the book. Mr. Benjamin Ben-Baruch 
followed some leads for me in Manchester and helped secure additional 
documents. The late Professor Philip E. Elving of the. University of 
Michigan read and commented on the chapter dealing with chemistry, 
as did Professor Saul G. Cohen of Brandeis University. I was particularly 
fortunate during the last phase of writing to discuss my book on many 
occasions with my teacher and friend. Professor Ben Halpem. My se
verest and most patient critic was my wife, Shulamit, who made many 
constructive suggestions. Needless to say, none of the above-mentioned 
individuals bear any responsibility for the final version of the book.

Financial support for the project was provided by a number of foun
dations. The National Endowment for the Humanities granted me a Fel
lowship for Independent Study and Research in 1979-80. Other funds 
were granted during various periods by the American Philosophical So
ciety, the American Council of Learned Societies, the Memorial Foun
dation for Jewish Culture, and the Horace H. Rackham School of Grad
uate Studies of the University of Michigan. My thanks to all of them.

I would like to thank Mimi Fricks for typing and retyping the final drafts 
of the manuscript and Gregory J. Shesko of Brandeis University for pro
viding the necessary resources. David Schoenbach, Harvey J. Sukenic, 
Sarah J. Geffen, and Paul F. Salstrom helped in various technical aspects 
of this book's production. Henry Krawitz of Oxford University Press 
painstakingly copyedited my manuscript and Ms. Cecile Golan prepared



the index. The advice and friendship of my editor, Nancy Lane, were a 
constant source of strength.

The unselfish aid I have received fortifies me to tackle a subsequent 
volume which will treat Weizmann's career at its zenith.

Waltham, Mass. 
June 1984

J.R.
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Origins

A legend told by Jews and non-Jews has it that during the Swedish in
vasion of Poland in the mid-seventeenth century, a Swedish general was 
murdered by a Polish woman, who then stole from him important mili
tary documents. To avenge his death the Swedish army surrounded the 
home village of the woman and burnt it to the ground, killing all its in
habitants. Only one Jew escaped the fire—Mordechaf the Undertaker, 
known as "Motol"—by hiding in the cemetery. After the retreabof the 
Swedish army he built himself a house, which in time became an inn 
and a way station for merchants who traveled between Pinsk and Minsk. 
This tavern was particularly appealing to the peasants of neighboring 
villages, who used to spur each other on by saying, "Poidom do Moto- 
leh" ("Let's go to Motol").

In time other Jews and non-Jews began to build their houses near Mo
tor s and the village gradually assumed an important role among its 
neighboring villages. However, in the nineteenth century no one re
membered the origin of the now official name of the town—"Motol."1

Another version attributed to the same period claims that at the time 
of the Cossack revolt against Polish oppression, led by Bohdan Chmiel- 
nicki,2 there were many Jews living in this village, which then had an
other name. When the Cossacks came upon it, they killed all the Jews 
except one named Motol. When they left, he built a tavern. The rest of 
this version is similar to the first.3

It seems, then, that in the collective memory of its inhabitants the Jews 
had been resident in Motol for a very long time. Their numbers grew to 
222 in 1847 and fifty years later they constituted 1,354 souls within a to
tal Motol population of 4,297.4

Motol was a small townlet within the Pale of Settlement in the district 
of Kobrin, in the department of Grodno, in Western Russia, on the bor
der of the kingdom of Poland. It was located on the Yasolda River, which 
joined the Pina River, a tributary of the Pripet, which was itself a tribu
tary of the Dnieper, which ran into the Black Sea many hundreds of miles 
away.5 Motol was located in a region called Polesie or Polesia, a geo
graphic fcfttity extending along the Pripet River in a wedge bounded

3



4 Chaim Weizmann

roughly by Brest, Gomel, and Kiev. The Pripet has a number of tribu
taries which form an excellent communications network for the region. 
Nevertheless, throughout its history Polesie had been one of the most 
economically and culturally backward areas in the Slavic world.

The inhabitants of Polesie were divided into two basic cultural- 
linguistic groups, those in the north, who spoke Byelorussian dialects, 
and those in the south, who spoke Ukrainian dialects. In each group one 
could further distinguish subgroups characterized by dialectical varia
tions and differences in religion, dress, custom, and architecture. Polesie 
was inhabited by a small Polish population, largely landowners in the 
villages and intellectuals and tradesmen in the towns. More numerous 
than the Poles was the Jewish population of Polesie.6

Polesie can be generally characterized as a region of marshland and 
forest—in fact, the most extensive marshland in Europe. Only a small 
amount of the total land area was cultivated. Forests played a dominant 
role in the economy of Polesie, and the region was a center of the timber 
industry. In most of Polesie cultivation centered on rye, oats, barley, 
buckwheat, and potatoes. The level of agriculture was primitive. Live
stock raising was more highly developed thanks to the availability of 
pastureland. By the end of the nineteenth century the average peasant 
household in southwestern Polesie kept five to fifteen head of cattle and 
several pigs and sheep. Fishing, based on the abundant waterways and 
lakes, was the major supplement of the Polesian economy, followed by 
beekeeping and horticulture.7

With communication between villages only possible by wagon and small 
boat, the economy of Polesie was at a near-subsistence level. Almost every 
village produced virtually all the necessary products, from bast shoes to 
furniture and houses. Most village men had some skill in carpentry and 
construction. Up until the end of the nineteenth century most homes had 
open fires. They were constructed exclusively of wood; roofs were gen
erally covered with straw thatch. Bams were built by the richer peas
ants. Poorer peasants stored straw and hay in ricks near the house. The 
peasants of Polesie were also artisans in leather working, weaving, bas
ketry, pottery, wheel making, cooperage, and other household crafts.

For the people of Polesie the only contact with urban life was through 
the town marketplaces. The most important of these was the dty of Pinsk 
on the Pripet, where large fairs were held annually.8 Other important 
market centers were located in Kobryn, Stolin, Lunynets, and Mozyr in 
southern Polesie, and in Kamien, Kosirski, Sarny, and Ovruc in the north. 
Polesian villagers also traveled south to Volhynia to such cities as Kovel 
and north to Barànowicze and Gomel.

Some twenty miles away from Pinsk lay the village of Motol, a typical 
Polesie settlement without railway or paved road, and with no post of
fice or any other regular means of communication with the outside world. 
The road to Pinsk was flooded with mud in the spring and autumn and 
rutted with ice in winter. Motol was divided into three sections along its



Origins 5

one major street. The oldest, "Der Mark" (marketplace), was inhabited 
by the more respected and well-to-do citizens in town—White Russians 
as well as Poles and some Jews. Here were located the institutions of the 
local government, the schools, pharmacies, the "Old Synagogue," the 
mikueh (ritual bath), and the church. The middle section of this main street 
was called by the Jews the "Street of the Goyim." It was the quarter of 
the well-to-do Belorussian artisans. Beyond the bridge lay the "Street of 
the Jews," or the "Neistadt." This section, which also housed the "New 
Synagogue," constituted the center of Motol's Jewish life and activities. 
Here were located all the Jewish shops and workshops, whose inhabi
tants constituted the poorer element in town.9 For the Jews of Motol the 
"world" was contained within the geographic confines of the village, in 
the large family circle, and in the company of one's neighbors and friends. 
The family, the heder (literally "room"; a privately run elementary school 
specializing in Judaic subjects), the synagogue, the Sabbath, and holi
days constituted the most important elements in the life of every indi
vidual. Like Jews in hundreds of other forlorn villages throughout the 
Pale of Settlement, Motol's Jews were very well acquainted with the ge
ography of Eretz Israel. On every Sabbath and holiday the village turned 
into a miniature Jewish state and every house became a castle of the Jewish 
spirit. The Sabbath was a day of holiness and pleasure. The sand was 
removed, the children washed and donned Sabbath clothes, and peace 
and quiet descended on the village. Jewish custom and tradition reigned 
supreme for generations until the turn of the twentieth century.10

By the 1870s most of West European Jewry had been legally emanci
pated. For the majority of Europe's Jewish population which lived within 
the frontiers of Imperial Russia, however, the pendulum continued to 
swing toward reaction and oppression.11 This repression was com
pounded by conditions in the Pale of Settlement:12 rapid growth of the 
Jewish population,13 unemployment,14 and abject poverty.15 By all ac
counts it was a dismal and unhappy world for a Jewish child to enter.

The Weizmann family did not belong to this destitute and starving mass 
of Russian Jewry; Ozer Weizmann, Chaim's father, belonged to what 
might be termed—though strictly in the context of his environment—the 
middle class. He was a scion of a very distinguished family. One of his 
ancestors, five generations back, was Rabbi Abraham-Abba-Josef of So
roka, one of the disciples of Rabbi Dov-Ber of Mezeritch ("The Great 
Maggid"). His son was Rabbi Shemaryah Weingarten, who founded the 
great hasidic dynasty of Libeshei, a small town near Pinsk. He had ha- 
sidic followers in Pinsk and its environs, including Motol.16 Rabbi Wein
garten married the granddaughter of Yehiel Michel of Zlotchov, a disci
ple of the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of hasidism. Their son was the 
well-known Dayan Yehiel Michel Weingarten from Libeshei,17 whose 
grandson was Chaim Azriel Fialkov of Semiki. Though he was a mer
chant, Azriel Fialkov was noted for his scholarship. He married Gittl- 
Rivka Chemerinski of Motol. Five of their sons changed their names, in-



Chaim's mother, Rachel Leah Weizmann

Chaim's father, Ozer Weizmann
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eluding Ozer, Chaim Weizmann's father.18 The change in name was, no 
doubt, a means of escaping service in the Russian army; they were 
"adopted" as only sons by other families.

Educational possibilities were limited in the village of Semiki, so it was 
decided to send the thirteen-year-old Ozer to Motol, to his unde Shmuel- 
Itche and aunt Hannah Chemerinski. It is here that he met the eleven- 
year-old Rachel Leah Chemerinski (no relationship to Ozer's family), the 
youngest of twelve children,19 who was bom in the village of Poretchye 
and moved with her parents to Motol when she was seven or eight years 
old. Rachel Leah's father, Yehiel-Michel Chemerinski, a Stolin hasid, had 
worked for the estate of Count Skirmunt,20 and in the context of Motol's 
economic stratification was considered a prosperous man. He had planned 
to make a good match for his daughter and did not consider Ozer—who 
was a poor free boarder next door—to be a suitable groom. Rachel Leah 
related in her eighties that

at the time [she was thirteen years old] they began to talk of marrying me 
off. And as I was afraid of losing Ozer, I told my father to send all the 
matchmakers away, as I have already chosen my man. My father looked at 
me in astonishment. Yes, I said, Ozer is my fiancé and if you don't want me 
to remain an old maid you better go to Shmuel-Itche [Ozer's uncle] and ar
range for the marriage. My father said: If it is Ozer you want, let it be Ozer. 
Good luck! That was all I wanted to hear. The marriage was arranged.21

They were married in 1867. Rachel Leah was not quite fourteen years 
old and Ozer was nearly sixteen. In 1871 their first child, Miriam, was 
bom—the first of fifteen children to be bom within a span of twenty-five 
years. Three of the children died in infancy. Chaim Weizmann was bom 
in Motol on November 27, 1874.22 The large Weizmann family was part 
of the Jewish population explosion of the nineteenth century.

For the first few years of their marriage the couple stayed with Reb 
Michel, who cared for all their needs. Ozer pursued his talmudic studies 
and Rachel Leah continued to play with her girlfriends.23 It was only when 
their fourth child, Chaim, was bom24 that the couple moved to their own 
house. The Weizmann house—which was probably acquired by Reb 
Michel—stood in the center of Motol, opposite the priest's house. Con
sidering Motol's architecture and the town's prevailing impoverished 
material condition, it was an unusually large house, containing six or seven 
rooms.25 The house also had large windows and was surrounded by a 
sizable flower and tree garden, unusual features in Jewish homes in Mo
tol. They indicate an appreciation on the part of Ozer and Leah for a 
grander lifestyle, imitating the well-to-do bourgeoisie. Reb Michel had in 
the meantime become old and weak and Ozer had to give up his stud
ies. He became a tree feller and subcontractor of lumber—a transportieret 
who floated rafts of logs along the streams and rivers to Danzig, where 
they were sawed and then exported.26 Chaim and his younger sister Hayah 
have described in vivid colors their father's exhausting occupation, con
stantly, exposed and dependent on the elements. He employed, on a
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The Weizmann house in Motol

seasonal basis, sixty men with whom he spent the better part of the year, 
from the festival of Sukkot (Tabernacles) in October to Passover in the 
spring, choosing the trees to be felled and supervising the hauling and 
roping of wood. After Passover he supervised the floating of the rafts 
on the Pina River to Pinsk and thence along the Vistula to Danzig. Ozer 
tried to come home for the Sabbath and holidays whenever he could, 
but quite often he stayed with his men weeks at a time. He managed to 
earn about 6,000 roubles a year (250 to 300 dollars), a not inconsiderable 
sum in those days. Nevertheless, and despite the fact that the Weiz- 
manns owned a large house, some acres of land, chickens, two cows, a 
vegetable garden, and a few fruit trees, Ozer's income was insufficient to 
provide for his rapidly growing family.27

Despite his strictly traditional upbringing, Ozer was touched by the 
Jewish national trend of the haskalah (Enlightenment within Jewish soci
ety).28 He was a Hebraist who read the current press and saw to it that 
his children received a general education in addition to their Jewish ed
ucation. Ten of his twelve sons and daughters eventually earned aca
demic degrees.29 Ozer's erudition and personal virtues made him a re
spected figure in Motol. He was a scholarly type, silent and aristocratic 
in bearing. Despite his frequent absences from Motol, he was chosen to 
be the starosta (the elder or "head man") of Motol—the first and only 
Jew ever chosen to such a post. It was a mark of affection and respect 
for him by gentiles and Jews alike. He was a highly regarded member 
of the Jewish community.30
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Ozer was a maskil (an "Enlightened Jew") who knew some Russian, 
had traveled, and had been exposed to gentile customs and folkways. 
His children, boys and girls, went to heder. The government school of 
Motol, where the educational sysem was extremely primitive, was at
tended primarily by the children of the peasants, and since there was no 
compulsory education, their attendance was irregular and haphazard. 
There was a cultural abyss between Jews and gentiles in Motol. The ma
jority of Jews in Motol, as elsewhere in the Pale, did not know Slavic or 
Western languages; thus the cultures and literatures of these languages, 
as well as their sciences and political ideologies, were remote and alien. 
Though the exposure of the Jews of Motol to gentile folkways was greater 
than that of the Jews living in the dty ghettos of the Pale, their resis
tance was more conscious and more effective.

The internal cohesion of these Jews was based on the firm belief that 
the Jews were in golus (exile), that they must wait for the Messiah to 
deliver them of their current miserable condition and return them to Zion. 
In the meantime the Jews in Eastern Europe developed their own unique 
civilization, and they did so without inhibitions and without apologies. 
Theirs was a self-contained yet all-pervasive world, a vast network of 
religious, social, and even political institutions. Here blossomed a way 
of life where spiritual values and ideals blended into a folk culture, Where 
kabbalistic mysticism and talmudic rationality were inextricably inter
woven. Many of the male inhabitants of the shtetlakh (Jewish rural com
munities) were Talmudic scholars. The synagogues and houses of study 
thus reverberated to the chants of Talmudic pilpul (casuistry). Almost every 
male Jew gave of his time to learning either in private study or by join
ing one of the societies established for the purpose of studying the Tal
mud or some other branch of rabbinic literature. The book, the Torah, 
was their essence.31

Judaism in the Pale of Settlement was all-embracing in both its doc
trine and its demands for daily observance. This total Jewish milieu also 
protected the Jews, to a certain extent, from their hostile environment. 
Religious life centered around the synagogue and the school as well as 
their main officials, the rabbis and the teachers.32 The Jewish community 
saw to it that no male child should be deprived of the opportunity to 
acquire at least a good elementary education. Most girls were taught how 
to recite prayers and read Yiddish translations of the Bible at home. The 
curriculum was, of course, limited to Bible and Mishnah, Talmud, and 
rabbinics. Elementary education was often taught in inadequate quar
ters, consisting of a room in a ramshackle building with few sanitary 
provisions, accommodating pupils of various ages and stages of prepar
edness. Most male children attended these hadarim. Sometimes the 
teachers themselves were unqualified, but as a rule this institution 
achieved its goal of providing basic education in Jewish subjects and 
preparing a substantial minority for more advanced studies after the age 
of thirteen.33

Chaim Weizmann's lifelong and deep sense of Jewishness, his attach-
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ment to Jewish folkways, was cradled and formed in this intense Jewish 
environment of the Pale. The content and texture of Jewish life in Motol 
was not significantly changed by the secular ideologies that had made 
inroads in Western Europe some hundred years earlier. Thus, until he 
moved to Pinsk at the age of eleven Chaim's life was more or less a rep
lica of the traditional Jewish patterns of Eastern European Jewry. In later 
years, when he had occasion to speak to diplomats and power brokers 
about the tragedies and triumphs of Jewish history, about Jewish hope
lessness and aspirations, he did not need to retail these events from 
textbooks; the history of his people was, as it were, ingrained in his very 
being.

It was only natural that Chaim began to attend heder at the age of four.34 
Seven decades later he looked back at that first experience with distaste: 
"Like nearly all heders, mine was a squalid one-room school, which also 
constituted the sole quarters of the teacher's family. If my heder differed 
from others, it was perhaps in the possession of a family goat which took 
shelter with us in cold weather. And if my first Rabbi or teacher differed 
from others, it was in the degree of his pedagogic incompetence . . Z'35

His parents picked as his first teacher the dardakei melamed (teacher of 
the youngest children). Rabbi Tunehleh. But Chaim—asserting early in 
life his strong will—declared that he would study only with the rabbi of 
his older sister Miriam, Rabbi Zvi Bloch-Blumenfeld—nicknamed "Ber- 
ele der Weissinker" probably because of his white hair or pale complex
ion—a traditional melamed who was apparently brought from Pinsk to 
teach the Weizmann children.36 There are no references in Weizmann's 
memoirs to Rabbi Bloch-Blumenfeld, but it is clear that he liked Rabbi 
Motolianski, with whom he began to study at the age of six. Rabbi Abra
ham Isaac Motolianski—called "Avrom-Yizhpk der Schwarze" because 
of his dark hair and complexion—was an unusual person, considering 
the time and place he lived in: a deeply religious man who opposed any 
sign of fanaticism, a man who respected and sought enlightenment. 
Weizmann referred to him in his memoirs—though not by name—as a 
humane and kindly teacher who imparted to his students a love for the 
Bible and Hebrew literature.37

Motolianski taught his young charges not only the Prophets but also 
grammar and Hebrew composition. He interested them in social and po
litical issues of the day, taught them how to read a newspaper, and in
troduced them to the writings of Mapu, Smolenskin, Judah Leib Gor
don, and Adam Hacohen Levensohn. He also introduced them to the 
rudiments of science. It is perhaps here that Chaim first heard about the 
writings of Jewish nationalists, such as Smolenskin's "Et Lataat."38 It is 
perhaps here that the atmosphere of Hebrew and Jewish culture was 
blended with a national motif tied to the ancient homeland, daily re
ferred to in his prayers and his studies of the Prophets. Motolianski adored 
Chaim, and when the latter would come home for visits after he had 
moved to Pinsk, it was a holiday for the rabbi. Weizmann's sister Hayah 
related that when he was in Pinsk Chaim privately learned French and
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Weizmann at age eight, 1882

German and began to read Schiller. On one of his visits to Motol, Chaim 
sat on the porch one Sabbath afternoon with Ozer Weizmann and Rabbi 
Motolianski, drinking tea and reciting Schiller's famous poem "Die 
Glocke." The rabbi did not understand a single word in German, yet when 
Chaim explained the meaning of certain passages the rabbi was beside 
himself with awe and delight, begging Chaim time and again to repeat 
the passages.39 Until his death Motolianski remained attached to Chaim. 
At the age of nine Weizmann began to learn Russian from Shlomo Tsvi 
Sokolovsky in preparation for his secondary education.40 By the time he 
was ready to move on to Pinsk, he knew the entire Bible, a few tractates 
of the Talmud, Hebrew grammar, some basic Hebrew, and a smattering 
of Hebrew literature.41 He had acquired the reputation of being a very 
diligent and pious student.42

It is clear that the melamed and rabbi had made a deep impression on 
Chaim, especially since Ozer Weizmann was away a great deal. They 
functioned in loco parentis, as it were. Another early influence on Chaim
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and the whole Weizmann family was his maternal grandfather—whose 
house stood adjacent to the Weizmanns'. At the age of two43 Chaim went 
to live with his grandparents Yehiel-Michel and Frouma Chemerinski, 
who doted over the child and fulfilled his every wish. His grandfather 
would travel all the way to Pinsk to buy him a special toy.44 In winter 
he would pile up heaps of snow so that Chaim could enjoy sliding down. 
He would regale Chaim with stories of the great rabbis and heroes in 
Israel, including the contemporary heroes Moses Montefiore and the 
Rothschilds. Outwardly Chaim looked like the other children: thin, pale- 
faced, and sharp-eyed. On the other hand, he was more demanding than 
the others. For instance, he preferred silk shirts, which his grandmother 
would struggle to sew for him. It was clear that he was being spoiled, 
and he behaved like an only child, rarely helping with household chores.45 
When Chaim was four his grandmother died, and Yehiel-Michel and 
Chaim came to live with the Weizmanns.

Yehiel-Michel had his own room at the Weizmanns' house. For the 
last three years of his life he was partially paralyzed, and on Sabbaths 
and holidays a minyan (quorum of ten) would be called so he could pray 
at home. By the time he died, in 1887, the Weizmanns already had nine 
children. Even with a maid and the manservant Yakim46 it must have 
been a formidable task to manage the household. Moreover, Ozer's two 
younger sisters and brother, who were orphaned at an early age, also 
came to live with the Weizmanns.47 In 1888, when Miriam, Chaim's old
est sister, married Chaim Lubzhinsky—who for the previous two years 
had been associated with Ozer in the timber transport—the latter also 
joined the household.48

It was a very hospitable and busy home, in which Chaim's* mother was 
the central figure. Until she was in her forties she continued having ba
bies; she was already a grandmother when Chaim's youngest brother, 
Chilik, was born in 1892. At this point Miriam, his oldest sister, already 
had two children, who rejoiced at the birth of an unde.49 Rachel Leah 
spent a lot of her time with babies and in the kitchen, mending, sewing, 
tending the garden, and even handling the business when necessary. 
Yet she had time to read Yiddish literature and was appalled by any form 
of cultural or physical stagnation. After they moved to Pinsk and her 
children were enrolled in the Gymnasium, she secretly studied Russian 
and read Tolstoi with great interest.50 She was a kind and patient woman.

In Pinsk the Weizmann house became something of a public institu
tion, and during school vacations it was pandemonium, with friends of 
the children coming and going, arguing interminably the ideologies of 
the day. Though she was pious, she was tolerant toward alien views. 
Most of all she was always cheerful and optimistic. She would say, 
"Whatever happens, I shall be well off. If Shmuel [bom in 1882, the rev
olutionary in the family] is right, we shall be happy in Russia; and if 
Chaim is right, then I shall go to live in Palestine."51

Chaim's parents—at least according to their son's memoirs in old age— 
were nonauthoritarian. At the same time, they did not seem to give much
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direction and guidance to their offspring. The dozen or so children who 
occupied the house at any one point seem to have given one another 
support and were assisted by one of the adults in the extended family,52 
by close relatives in Motol and Pinsk, and by the teachers and rabbis 
with whom they studied. In Chaim's case, he seems to have established 
an especially close relationship with his grandfather, his favorite rebbe, 
and a childless uncle who eventually adopted him—no doubt in order 
to help him avoid conscription. The rest of the children must have found 
other surrogate parents to substitute for the often absent Ozer and for 
the overworked Rachel Leah. It is perhaps not surprising that in his 
memoirs Weizmann displays not only love for. his parents but also pity. 
There is even a slight trace of condescension in his discussion of ttis 
mother. Clearly he missed having parents who played a central role in 
the household, singling out the maid for having maintained discipline 
among the Weizmann brood. Nevertheless, if he felt neglected as a young 
child, Weizmann did not harbor feelings of resentment. Throughout his 
adult life he maintained the warmest and most respectful relations with 
his parents. At the same time he himself acted as a surrogate father for 
his younger siblings and other relatives as well.

That Chaim's interest in the Hibbat Zion (Love of Zion) movement was 
early implanted in him by his parents as well as his milieu is well known. 
At the age of eleven, just prior to his departure for Pinsk, where he was 
about to move to attend the Pinsk Secondary School, he wrote a letter 
to his teacher Shlomo Tsvi Sokolovsky. This, the earliest extant letter, 
was written a few months after the Kattowitz Conference of November 
1884, the first conference of the Hibbat Zion movement. Much has been 
made of this letter to demonstrate the boy's vision of England's future 
role in Jewish history. What the letter does reveal are the kinds of ideas 
then prevailing in the Pale of Settlement,53 or perhaps, more accurately, 
in the Weizmann household. Possibly the young boy was also influ
enced by stories he had heard about Moses Montefiore, the most famous 
Anglo-Jew of the nineteenth century, who had just passed away.

. . .  I shall observe your command not to throw away behind me our sacred 
tongue and the teachings of our sages of blessed memory because I am bound 
to study the Hebrew language. And please, my dear teacher, do not imag
ine that when I attend the Gymnasium I shall throw off the garb of Judaism. 
No! On no account. I have determined in my heart to observe Judaism and 
I shall oppose the opinion of those who say that one becomes a doctor be
cause he casts off his faith . . .

I am sending you one of my ideas for you to see, and that concerns Hevrat 
Hovevei Zion [The Society of Lovers of Zion] and Jerusalem which is in our land. 
How lofty and elevated the idea which inspired our brethren the sons of 
Israel to establish the Hovevei Zion Society. Because by this we can rescue 
our exiled, oppressed brethren who are scattered in all comers of the world. 
. . .  In conclusion, we must support this society which understands what 
lies before it and sees the evil threatening us, therefore the obligation rests 
upon us to establish a place to which we can flee for help . . .  Let us carry 
our banner to Zion and return to our first mother upon whose knee we were
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bom. —For why should we look to the Kings of Europe for compassion that 
they should take pity upon us and give us a resting place? In vain! All have 
decided: The Jew must die, but England will nevertheless have mercy upon 
us.54 In conclusion, to Zion!—Jews—to Zion! let us go.55
It was in Pinsk, to which the family moved in the summer of 1885, 

that Weizmann would begin his first activities on behalf of the Hibbat 
Zion movement.56



II
Pinsk

In his memoirs Weizmann noted that

except during the Christmas and Easter festivals, when they were roused to 
a high pitch of religious excitement by their priests, they [the peasants of 
Motol] were quite friendly toward us. At worst they never got wholly out 
of hand, and there were never any pogroms in Motol or the neighboring 
villages. It is a melancholy reflection on human relationships when the ab
sence of murder must be noted as a special circumstance which call* for 
gratitude.1

In fact, the Jews of Motol were spared from pogroms at a time when 
many Jewish communities were exposed to the murderous waves that 
swept Russia in 1881-84. By the time Weizmann entered the Pinsk Gym
nasium in 1885, the worst of the pogroms were over, but the air in the 
Pale was heavy with disaster and insecurity.

Chaim Weizmann was only seven years old when the pogroms began. 
In his autobiography he mentions them briefly, though it is highly un
likely that these events were not a major topic of conversation in the 
Weizmann household.2 Perhaps the Weizmanns' escape from the phys
ical horrors of the pogroms, as well as the family's relatively more com
fortable economic condition, may explain the fact that not one of their 
members joined the great migration to America.3

For those who had experienced these horrors,4 the pogroms became 
an important ingredient in their formative experience, and they carried 
in their mind's eye pictures of these gruesome scenes until old age.5 
Psychologically the impact of the pogroms was even greater than the 
physical and material damage. Eastern Europe had not been the scene 
of such massacres since the Cossack rebellion in 1648-50—with the ex
ception of the pogroms in 1744 and 1768. There was a widespread feel
ing of insecurity which pervaded the entire community.6 To most Jews 
it now became clear that the government was trying to make the Jewish 
position in the empire untenable. Moreover, many believed that Jewish 
emancipation would never be consummated in Russia.7 Indeed, the shock 
of the pogroms, the feeling of many Jews that the generally light pun-
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ishments of offenders were evidence of the government's collusion and 
coordination of the disturbances, coupled with the otherwise miserable 
economic and social position of the Jews, plunged many into despair.8

Desperate and frightened, Jews sought immediate remedies to their 
intolerable condition. The pogroms and lack of Jewish rights in Russia 
combined to shake the Jewish masses out of their passivity and prompted 
one of the greatest mass migrations in modem times; most of them chose 
America for remedying, first and foremost, their economic misery.9 Not 
since their expulsion from the Iberian Peninsula hâd Jews undergone such 
a tremendous dislocation. In the thirty years between the assassination 
of Alexander II and the outbreak of World War I, approximately one third 
of the East European Jews left their homeland.10 There had already been 
a trickle of Jewish immigration to America of some 7,500 Russian and 
Polish Jews between 1820 and 1870 and somewhat more than 40,000 in 
the 1870s.11 These figures now increased by a quantum leap.12 The United 
States received about 70 percent of all Jewish expatriates,13 but there was 
a simultaneous migration from Russia to Canada, with an annual peak 
of 11,252 arrivals in 1914. That year England harbored some 120,000 Jew
ish immigrants. There was also a panic-driven and unorganized immi
gration to Palestine, for which there are no reliable statistics; but it seems 
that hundreds of immigrants from Russia and other parts of Eastern Eu
rope began to arrive in Palestine as early as October 1881.14 Altogether 
nearly two million Jews left Russia between 1880 and 1914.15

The year 1881 in many ways represents a turning point in modem 
Jewish history. The travail of Russian Jewry had an impact on the Jews 
of the West since it coincided with the rise of political anti-Semitism in 
Germany, France, and Austria-Hungary.16 The disasters of Russian Jew
ry and the realization that even in the West the gains of emancipation 
were still precarious led to a reexamination of Jewish history since the 
French Revolution. For the Jews of the United States this wave of im
migration was crucial since it radically altered American Jewish institu
tions and gave them the character which they retained for many dec
ades. In the East the dream of Jewish emancipation under the Tsar was 
now, at the very least, badly shaken. The Russian haskalah as an ideol
ogy was weakened, and there was now room for two other ideologies 
(in addition to assimilation): Zionism and Russian-Jewish socialism. Be
tween 1789 and 1880 most of the important ideological currents and 
movements in Jewry came from the West; the new ideological move
ments after 1880 came from the East, which now became the center for 
several varieties of Jewish nationalism.

The beginning of the Hibbat Zion movement can be traced to the sec
ularized generation of Jewish maskilim who had experienced the po
groms of the 1880s and their condonation by the Russian radicals.17 Those 
who had held hope for emancipation in Russia now turned vehemently 
against their erstwhile ideals and ideas. They now held that anti-Semitism 
was a perennial feature of the Jewish situation in the Galut (Diaspora), 
which was rooted in the Jews' homelessness and minority status. Jews
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now needed to free themselves—to "auto-emandpate" themselves through 
collective action. The Jews also needed to regain their culture, not by 
imitating the Western Enlightenment but by cultivating their own his
toric heritage. Moshe Leib Lilienblum, one of the foremost Hovevei Zion 
(Lovers of Zion) of the period, at this time came to formulate his ideas 
about the Jewish problem. Jewish alienation, he believed, was the fun
damental cause of anti-Semitism, which therefore was inevitable in the 
Diaspora. The only remedy was resettlement in the historic Jewish 
homeland.18

Lilienblum was soon joined by Perez Smolenskin, Lev Levanda, and 
others who had shared similar emotional and intellectual experiences. 
They all now felt themselves identified with a distinct party and ideolog
ical movement in Jewry. The members of this group had undergone var
ious degrees of Russification and acculturation in the 1860s and 1870s; in 
fact, acculturation was almost a precondition for their Jewish national
ism since it had helped break the spell of the traditional quietist messi
anic idea. It is therefore not surprising that some of the first progenitors 
of Jewish nationalism were formerly removed from things Jewish. Now 
all of them shared a group identity which served them as a common ral
lying point, no matter what particular program each individual advo
cated for the emerging Jewish national movement. The journals bfasha- 
har, Hamaggid, Hamelitz, and Razsvet disseminated the ideas of Hibbat Zion. 
Some of the Hovevei Zion societies wanted immediate immigration to 
Palestine, others emphasized preparation and propagation of national 
ideas, but all of them agreed that Palestine needed to be settled by a 
new class of Jewish farmers and workers.

In fact, the crisis of the 1880s produced the consolidation of a variety 
of attitudes. What was important for the nationalists was identification 
with the group; their common goals and strategies would arise as a col
lective process. Thus, in the immediate period after the pogroms there 
was a great deal of adjustment of opinions and suggestions, leading, in 
many cases, to a rapid shifting of lines.19 There were those among the 
Russian-trained intellectuals converted to Jewish loyalty by the pogroms 
who advocated America as a land of immigration, albeit within a na
tional framework.20 However, the most prevalent point of view among 
the nationalist maskilim was the settlement of Palestine, and this became, 
of course, the ruling opinion among them as among the proto-Zionist 
traditionalists.21 Ultimately Russian-trained Jewish intellectuals, the He
brew maskilim, and the enlightened orthodox laymen and rabbis were in
volved in the project to settle Zion, and they emerged as a major ideo
logical component of the Jewish community.

Leo Pinskeris pamphlet Auto-Emancipation, Mahnruf an seine Stammes- 
genossen von einem russischen Juden (1882) provided the movement with a 
systematic ideological basis. As the title of his pamphlet indicates, Pin- 
sker called on the Jewish nation to aid itself and return to national con
sciousness and a life of territorial independence. Anti-Semitism was a uni
versal peril and would not be solved by mere migration to minority sta-
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tus in another country. Under the influence of Lilienblum, Hermann 
Schapira, and others, he joined the Hibbat Zion and helped shape the 
organization of the movement. On November 6, 1884, on the hundredth 
birthday of Moses Montefiore, the first conference of Hovevei Zion took 
place in Kattowitz, in Upper Silesia, where Pinsker was elected presi
dent of the movement's presidium.22 The main value of the Kattowitz 
Conference was its consolidation of the movement. There were almost a 
hundred societies in attendance, with a membership of approximately 
fourteen thousand, which collected about thirty thousand rubles a year 
from donations and another twenty thousand rubles from various enter
prises.23

Even before Pinsker's Auto-Emancipation and the Kattowitz Confer
ence, a group of Jewish students founded on February 6, 1882, the Bilu, 
whose Hebrew initials were an acronym for "House of Jacob, come ye 
and let us go."24 Its program was ambitious—immigration to and settle
ment in Eretz Israel.25 The first group of Biluim arrived in Palestine on 
July 6, 1882. Eventually, after many disappointments, including lack of 
support by the Russian Hovevei Zion, the Biluim did manage to found 
their own Settlement, Gederah, in December 1884.26

Chaim Weizmann's letter to Shlomo Tsvi Sokolovsky was written one 
year after the Kattowitz Conference, in the summer of 1885 in Motol, 
shortly before he moved to Pinsk. It indicates that the eleven-year-old 
boy was already familiar, at least superficially, with the Hibbat Zion 
leadership and ideology.27 The Hibbat Zion movement had taken deep 
root in Pinsk, and it is here that Weizmann's early notions and sym
pathies were beginning to crystallize into an ideology. Compared to Mo
tol, Pinsk was a bustling, large dty; a completely new world opened up 
to young Chaim. As he himself put it succinctly, "From Motol to Pinsk 
was a matter of six Russian miles, or twenty-five English miles; but in 
terms of intellectual displacement the distance was astronomical. For Pinsk 
was a real provincial metropolis. . . . It could not pretend to the cultural 
standing of great centers like Warsaw, Vilna, Odessa and Moscow; but 
neither was it a nameless village."28

The Pinsk Jewish community began in 1506, when seventy-five Jews 
coming from the West established themselves en bloc in a "Judengasse" 
close by the prince's castle and received permission to build a syn
agogue. In 1886 there were 19,017 Jews in Pinsk out of a total population 
of 22,967, comprising 82.8 percent.29 Thus, by the time Weizmann ar
rived Pinsk was the second Russian city, after Berdichev, with such a 
high percentage of Jews. It was, as it were, a Jewish dty with the non- 
Jews living in the outskirts. Its Jewish character was espedally pro
nounced during the Sabbath and holidays. Many of the Jewish-owned 
factories had their own synagogues, and time was set aside for morning 
and evening prayers. On the eve of Sabbath and various festivals the 
workers in the shops and factories would lay down their tools an hour 
before the time for lighting the candles. Two long blasts on the siren from
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the Lurie factory would usher in the Sabbath—the first announcing the 
time for dosing the shops, and the second, about half an hour later, the 
time for lighting the candles. The workshops of Pinsk were dosed on 
Sabbaths and festivals and some of them stopped work on Tishah b'Av— 
the traditional day of mourning for disasters that have befallen the Jew
ish people.30 In 1751 a Jewish community was established in Karlin, to 
the east of Pinsk. The number of Jews in Karlin increased steadily and 
Karlin itself grew in size until it eventually reached the boundaries of 
Pinsk. At the end of the eighteenth century two separate Jewish com
munities existed within the dty of Pinsk, namely, the Pinsk community 
and the Karlin community.31

Even after the offidal abolition in Russia of the institution of the ke- 
hillah (the offidal Jewish community), those of Karlin and Pinsk contin
ued to function, and like other Lithuanian kehillot they retained their so
cial, juridical, and cultural autonomy. The affairs of the kehillot were 
administered by the president (Av Bet-Din) and members of the religious 
courts in cooperation with leading public figures and the offidally ap
pointed rabbi. A very important factor in the preservation and extension 
of this autonomy in Pinsk was the local rich philanthropists, who estab
lished and maintained educational and charitable institutions and were 
influential with the secular authorities. These benefactors were the Levin, 
Lurie, Halpem, and Eliasberg families, whose devoted service earned them 
the title of "the Rothschilds of Pinsk and Karlin."32

The Jewish community of Pinsk became economically independent of 
the gentile population in the nineteenth century. It was then that Jews 
turned increasingly to wholesale and retail business, gaining more and 
more control over the city's commerce. The development of Pinsk's 
economy was favored by the change for the better in the city's geopo
litical position after the abolition of the Russo-Polish border (1795), and 
by the improvement of its transport facilities at the end of the eighteenth 
and during the nineteenth centuries, involving the construction of new 
canals and the laying of railway lines westward to Zhabinka-Brest- 
Litovsk (1844) and eastward to Luninets (1887). Jews set the pace for the 
city's economy, based first on commerce and then on industry. In the 
nineteenth century the Jews set up large business concerns which de
veloped the city into an inland harbor capable of handling goods coming 
from distant places. Pinsk thus became an important transit station on 
the great commercial arteries running along the inland network of riv
ers. A link with the outside world was thus firmly established.33 By 1898 
Pinsk increasingly became an industrial town, with most of its twenty- 
seven factories in Jewish hands. The number of Jewish workers—men 
and women—greatly increased. By 1902 there were fifty-four shops in 
Pinsk in which at least 2,500 to 3,000 Jews worked, many of them heads 
of households. Thus an industrial and clerical proletariat came into being, 
with 50 percent of the city's Jewish population making its living by man
ual labor. There was also an increase in the number of Jewish artisans,
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such as construction workers, furniture makers, tailors, and furriers. Since 
economic ties with gentiles were minimal, Jews also provided the labor 
force for all their needs, including carters, porters, fishermen, and derks.34

Pinsk was also a lively and important cultural center. Here, as else
where, every generation had its own scholars and sages who molded 
the spiritual character of Pinsk and Karlin. In the early 1760s Karlin be
came a hasidic center under the guidance of Reb Aharon the Great and 
his disdples.35 The rise of Karlin hasidim was one of the reasons for the 
rabbinic ban promulgated against hasidim in Lithuania and split both 
the Pinsk and Karlin communities into two bitter factions.36 Gradually the 
tensions eased. Karlin eventually became the "right side of the tracks." 
The intelligentsia, wealthy industrialists, and other worthies made their 
home there. The main street of Pinsk, which ran down to the docks, was 
called the Kiewer Gasse. Beyond Kiewer Gasse, in the low marshy area 
near the lake, lived a large population of Jewish dock workers and trad
ers. All in all, the hasidim in Pinsk and Karlin had six prayer houses 
(shulkhen) out of the forty-two synagogues in the dty.37 About the mid
dle of the nineeteenth century the first signs of the haskalah movement 
began to appear in Pinsk and Karlin, gaining greater momentum over 
the next generation.

Until the mid-nineteenth century the system of traditional education 
of hadarim and yeshivot was the only educational option for Pinsk's Jews. 
The first secular (Crown) elementary school for Jews was founded in Pinsk 
in 1853 but did not manage to attract many students. In 1873 a private 
school which taught secular studies in Russian but emphasized Jewish 
studies was more successful. In the 1860s Jews began to send their chil
dren to the Russian high school (Gymnasium), whose principal was in
terested in attracting Jewish students. By the end of the 1870s the Real- 
Gymnasium—the public high school emphasizing the sdences—was heavily 
attended by Jewish pupils: Thirty-nine percent of the seventy pupils were 
Jews.38 It is this school which Weizmann attended after he proved his 
proficiency in Russian. Two years later, when the numerus clausus of 1887 
decreed that no more than 10 percent of the students admitted to high 
schools within the Pale could be Jews,39 it would have been extremely 
difficult for him to gain entrance regardless of his qualifications.

Chaim's brother Feivel was two years older.40 He was past his bar 
mitzvah and did not have a great desire for learning; Rabbi Motolianski 
almost lost hope for him. Ozer, however, had a different outlook on ed
ucation and made a decision that was unusual for a man of his genera
tion and upbringing. The boy's intelligence and dexterity, in addition to 
his love and talent for crafts, were apparent to everyone, and Ozer was 
not inclined to force him to continue his studies; he was happy to let 
him become an artisan rather than a middleman. Perhaps one consid
eration in sending the two boys to Pinsk was that it would ease some
what the overcrowding in the family's home in Motol. There is no clue 
anywhere as to how Rachel and Ozer Weizmann felt about sending two 
boys out of the house at such a tender age. In any case, the decision was
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reached to send both Feivel and Chaim to Pinsk, Feivel to learn lithog
raphy from an expert (Aaron Solz)41 and Chaim to attend the Real- 
Gymnasium. Interestingly, it was under pressure from Reb Michel, Chaim's 
grandfather, that Chaim was sent to a Real-Gymnasium rather than a 
yeshivah. "He is a prodigy," said the old man, "and he must continue 
learning."42 This was an unusual statement from a devout and pious Jew, 
but it also reflected the hopes and expectations that the entire Weiz- 
mann family placed in Chaim. Though Feivel was the oldest son, it was 
Chaim whom everyone expected to succeed. He would also be pointed 
out as an example to his younger siblings. This placed a special burden 
on the young boy, but it also provided him with all the moral support 
usually reserved for a firstborn. It was a challenge he needed and wanted 
to meet. In fact, the first challenge came even before he entered the 
Gymnasium, when he had to master sufficient Russian to pass his en
trance examinations. Later, in Germany, he would often have to study 
hard to catch up with his peers. Weizmann's educational path was fol
lowed by his siblings, none of whom attended a yeshivah. They all—no 
doubt with the approval of their parents—opted for a secular higher ed
ucation. This would seem to indicate that Reb Michel really did not have 
to lobby very hard to send Chaim to a Gymnasium, since the atmosphere 
at home was, in any case, conducive to such an educational course.

For the first period the boys boarded with a family called Pollack; a 
while later Ozer's widowed sister Bracha moved to Pinsk to take care of 
the boys' needs.43 Chaim passed his entrance examination to the Real- 
Gymnasium and began his studies. At the same time he continued his 
Hebrew studies with Reb Shmuel Vilkominer. His bar mitzvah was cele
brated in Pinsk. Chaim delivered his address in Yiddish, but afterward, 
relates his mother, "Chaim engaged in conversations in Russian and 
Hebrew and I began to feel that he is no longer one of us, from Motol. 
But when he spoke to me he was still the same 'Chaim-niu' I 
knew. . . Z'44

It is unlikely that Chaim actually spoke Hebrew, though he may have 
spent time studying the language. In fact, though he now wore a blue 
school uniform with shiny buttons and spoke Russian well, Chaim con
tinued his Jewish studies and for many years kept a promise he had made 
to his grandfather to refrain from writing in school on the Sabbath.45 
Though later in life he described his Pinsk years as grim,46 at the time 
he did not consider himself unhappy. The Real-Gymnasium was nothing 
to boast about academically; it was a typical Russian school, where the 
teachers were appointed less on the basis of their scholarly qualification 
than their contacts in the Russian bureaucracy. The teachers' main con
cern was advancement, which could be attained only by strict adherence 
to the myriad rules and regulations handed down from above, designed 
to impede any independent thinking. Students and teachers were hemmed 
in by an inflexible and oppressive system. It was hardly an intellectual 
challenge to Chaim and the other Jewish boys, who often outsmarted 
their instructors, and it was not surprising that Chaim received top marks,
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though he does not seem to have been a bookworm. There was only one 
exception to the mediocrity of the school—Chaim's chemistry teacher 
Kornienko, an intelligent and humane person, knowledgeable in his field 
and willing to share his knowledge with students—indeed, an anomaly 
in the system. It is understandable why he attracted the brighter stu
dents, Chaim being among them. Later in life Weizmann credited Kor
nienko with having given him the first push toward chemistry, though 
his statement "I owe [him] whatever I have been able to achieve in the 
way of science"47 seems more like an expression of gratitude for the 
uniqueness and warmth of the man than a statement of fact. Indeed, 
when Weizmann entered a German university he had a great deal of 
chemistry to make up in order to reach the level of his German peers.

In 1888, three years after their arrival in Pinsk, Feivel was forced to 
interrupt his apprenticeship and return to Motol. Though relatively well 
off, Ozer Weizmann was more inclined toward Jewish studies than busi
ness, and the Weizmann family was not financially secure until much 
later, when Chaim Lubshinsky and Feivel took over the business. More
over, this was a particularly bad time for the timber trade, and the older 
boy had to help out in the family's shaky business. Chaim was now 
fourteen years old and quite aware of his father's inability to pay the 
hundred rubles (fifty dollars) a year needed to keep him in Pinsk. There 
is some evidence that even earlier Chaim had tried unsuccessfully to 
support himself.48 What is clear is that when Feivel and Aunt Bracha re
turned to Motol, Chaim began to supervise the homework of Saul Lurie, 
who was just starting at the Gymnasium. The Lurie family had vast in
terests in the timber trade, and it is possible that they even had some 
business connections with Ozer Weizmann. Saul's father, Idel (Samuel) 
Lurie, was a member of the very rich Lurie clan. Together with his brother 
Grigory he owned banks in Homel and in the small towns of Klintsi, 
Pochep, and Zhlobin.49 He hired Chaim to supervise his son's home
work in exchange for board, a little room, and fifty rubles (twenty-five 
dollars) a year, which paid for Chaim's tuition fees, books, and other 
minor expenses. Thus, at the age of fourteen Chaim was no longer de
pendent on his father. He lived with the Luries in their Karlin home un
til the end of his Pinsk days in 1892. It was probably not easy for so 
young an adolescent as Chaim to shoulder the responsibility of caring 
for his own material needs, but the experience in Pinsk is an early illus
tration of his strong will to persevere no matter what the obstacles. He 
also developed early on the confidence that he could master all difficul
ties.

None of Chaim's letters to his family from Pinsk have survived, but 
the few extant letters written to Saul's brother Ovsey (Hosea) Lurie, who 
was a student in Courland, indicate his seriousness and interest in his 
studies. He advised the latter to read Gogol, Turgenev, Grigorovich, 
Dostoevsky, Pisemsky, and others.50 Indeed, it is dear that Chaim found 
delight and took pride in Russian literature. There are likewise refer
ences to Homer, Virgil, Dante, Shakespeare, Aristotle, Galileo, and other



Pinsk 23

illustrious thinkers.51 He tried to save his kopeks, took private lessons in 
German and French, and was overjoyed when Ozer would bring him 
from Danzig the works of Schiller and other German classics.52 Chaim's 
letters to Ovsey are filled with discussions of his own and Ovsey's stud
ies and grades. Early on his attitude toward academic study crystallized: 
He advocated study not only as an end in itself but as a means to extri
cate oneself from poverty and achieve economic security. Writing to Ov
sey at the age of sixteen, he tried to impart to him the habits and norms 
he himself had acquired:

Of course, if you will continue to study in the same way, if you read a lot 
and generally strive to improve yourself, you will soon fill the gap which 
still remains. Your diligence will then help you to overcome any obstacle 
which may appear in your path, and you will firmly march toward your goal 
and certainly reach it. Laziness, on the other hand, is the basest of human 
failings; it brings in its wake a complete confusion in the human being; both 
in the moral and the physical sense, a complete demoralization. May the 
Almighty be praised for having delivered you from this state, for having 
woken you out of the somnolent inertia into which you let yourself sink for 
some years. You have come to your senses now, you have come to under
stand all that is all-important to any respectable man, and especially to us, 
the sons of Jacob, poor wanderers, martyrs for our sacred and pure /aith. 
We need incessant toil, constant labor; we need quick intellectual develop
ment; we must learn everything that is noble and useful and as yet un
known to us. If you engage in this worthy task you will be happy all your 
life.53

This would be a recurring theme in Weizmann's life and a cause for 
much anxiety for himself and anger at those he considered batlanim, eternal 
students, without a responsible and practical sense of their present sit
uation and future prospects.54 Despite his early tendency to serious study 
and thinking, Weizmann also reveals in these letters a propensity for 
clowning and humor:

I am a simple fellow; when I have no time, I don't write, and when I do, I 
go and spin a long yam—and if there is no sense in such a letter, that is not 
my business: take a deep breath and read it if you want to, and if you don't— 
throw it under the bench or use it for another purpose . . .  if the paper is 
soft and doesn't hurt. Well, you ought to know our sort; we are plain chaps, 
we don't think a lot, just get down to it and patch up a letter. Here you are, 
here is a blot on the paper; pity, but on the other hand, doesn't it add to 
the effect? Wait, let me add another blot for good measure. Look how ele
gant: two most respectable blots hand in hand against a white back
ground . . .55

Thus wrote Chaim at the age of eighteen. In later years he was careful 
not to reveal his more mischievous traits. He would confine his humor 
to sarcastic remarks and an occasional joke.

While in Pinsk, Chaim was able to enjoy his leisure time, such as the 
summer vacations spent journeying on his uncle's rafts up the canal to
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Brest-Litovsk and down the Bug to Warsaw. There were, of course, also 
the visits home, which in themselves were daylong adventures. But even 
during the school session there was room for other activities. School lasted 
from nine to two-thirty in the afternoon. Schoolwork, Hebrew studies, 
supervision of his pupil, and his own private reading and study did not 
consume all of his time. Chaim did not have gentile friends. In his au
tobiography Weizmann often remarks that in his early years he knew 
little of gentiles; they were to him the symbols of menacing forces against 
which he had to protect himself, and in Pinsk, a£ in Motol, he had no 
social contact with them.56 We have no information on Jewish friends 
with whom he might have spent his spare time. We do know that his 
intellectual and emotional interests lay outside the Christian world, and 
it was in Pinsk that his attraction, from his fifteenth year on, to the nas
cent Zionist movement increased.

The Hibbat Zion movement played an important part in the history 
of Pinsk. In studying Russian Jewish history it is particularly important 
to keep in mind the regional factors operating in each instance. It is of 
great significance that Chaim Weizmann's roots were in Lithuanian-Be- 
lorussian Jewry. The idea of settlement in Palestine, which had been de
veloping steadily since the 1860s, was adopted by Rabbi David Fried- 
man—also known as Reb Dovidel Karliner—the Av Bet-Din of Karlin, and 
Rabbi Elazar Moshe Hurwitz, the Av Bet-Din of Pinsk. In the middle of 
the 1870s, when word spread of the possibility of settlement in Pales
tine, with the aid of Laurence Oliphant many of the city's Jews prepared 
for the journey.57 Rabbi Friedman, who was renowned for his two-vol
ume Piskei Halakhot, an exposition and summary of matrimonial law, 
participated actively in the Hibbat Zion. As early as 1863 he published 
articles in the Levanon which reflected his favorable attitude toward set
tlement in Palestine, thus influencing many observant Jews to join in. 
He even had the idea to establish a bank that would purchase land in 
Palestine.58 Friedman participated in the Kattowitz Conference59 and re
mained active in the Hibbat Zion movement for the next two decades. 
Another important propagator of the Hibbat Zion was the popular Yid
dish orator and preacher (maggid) Zvi Hirsch Masliansky, who became 
active shortly after the 1881 pogroms.60 In 1884-85 the number of Hove- 
vei Zion in Pinsk reached 250 and somewhat later even attained 400. 
Some two hundred Jews emigrated from Pinsk to Palestine between 1882 
and 1891.61 A special society, Agudat ha-Eleff was founded to raise funds, 
and its emissaries went to Palestine to buy land. Upon the organization 
of Bnei Moshe in 1889, under the leadership of Ahad Ha'Am, a branch 
was organized in Pinsk under the name Lishkat Zerubavel. When, in 1890, 
the "Company for support of Jewish farmers in Syria and Palestine" was 
organized under the leadership of the Odessa Committee, there was a 
relatively large number of members registered in Pinsk.62 Thus, it is not 
surprising that when Herzl convened the First Zionist Congress in Basle 
in 1897, its membership contained three delegates from Pinsk.63

It also came as no surprise that one of the three Pinsk delegates to the
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1897 Congress was Saul Lurie, Chaim Weizmann's pupil from 1888 to 
1892.64 It was during these years that Chaim was inspired by’the Zionist 
idea. Perhaps it was Rabbi Friedman who first anchored Chaim's emo
tional attachments to Zion and helped harness them in the cause of 
Zionism.65 It was in Rabbi Friedman's little synagogue that Chaim at
tended services. Reb Dovidel's brother-in-law was Yehiel Michel Pines, 
who had settled in Palestine as early as 1878. He was closely involved 
with the Hovevei Zion, and helped purchase the Gederah lands for the 
Bilu. No doubt his brother-in-law's extensive activities in Palestine deep
ened Rabbi Friedman's attachment to Zion. Chaim, who admired Fried
man's saintliness and scholarship,66 became imbued with his rabbi's at
titudes. In addition, the departures to Palestine of many Pinsk Jews (e.g., 
the Eisenbergs and Shertoks), the inspiring orations of Masliansky, and 
the involvement of so many of Pinsk's families, including members of the 
Lurie family, in the Hibbat Zion could not have failed to leave a deep 
impression on young Chaim. The Weizmann home had already predis
posed him to a love of Zion. Given this home environment, it is not sur
prising that nine of the surviving twelve children of Ozer and Rachel 
Weizmann eventually settled permanently in Palestine. It is, of course, 
quite possible that Chaim Weizmann may have contemplated the value 
of ideologies other than Zionism. If he did, there is no trace of^this in 
the available documentation. All evidence points to the fact that the 
combined influences of his home in Motol and his milieu in Pinsk di
rected the adolescent, almost inevitably, into the nascent Zionist groups.

The organizational methods of the Hovevei Zion in Pinsk were poor 
and its financial resources poorer still; one dealt in kopecks, not rubles. 
Chaim was too young at the time to be included in the more impressive 
Zionist activities, such as meetings, writing of circulars, and speech 
making. What he excelled in was door-to-door money collection during 
the Purim fund-raising. It is here, tramping in Pinsk's March thaw, that 
he gained his first Zionist apprenticeship.67 Getting involved in this way 
was perhaps natural for a boy whose father refused to correspond with 
him in any language but Hebrew, the symbol of the Zionist revival.68

Members of the Hibbat Zion were among the first to preach the re
vival of Hebrew as a spoken language and to press for a modernization 
of the heder. In 1890, only one year after the establishment of the Safah 
Berurah society for the revival of spoken Hebrew, first in Jerusalem and 
then in Odessa, some of the young Jews in Pinsk set up a society with 
the same name and purpose in Pinsk.69 They encountered great difficul
ties from the orthodox elements in town, especially when they founded 
in Pinsk, in 1895, a heder metukan—progressive heder.70 The Safah Berurah 
society and the heder metukan played aft important part in the revival of 
Hebrew as a spoken language and in the reform of Jewish education. 
Weizmann's actual impact on Zionist life in Pinsk was rather minimal,71 
but the city's Zionist leaders and activities shaped his Weltanschauung.72

At the same time, he did not remain indifferent to Russian civilization 
and culture. By the time he left Pinsk in 1892, he spoke fluent Russian
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and was acquainted with Russian culture. Moreover, his interest in sci
ence had matured into a firm desire to study chemistry. Thus, Pinsk set 
the double pattern of his life: an interest in science, on the one hand, 
and an involvement in Zionist affairs, on the other. Moreover, he now 
had definite ideas about the importance of education, and for the time 
being his most important goal would be to attain the best academic qual
ifications he could. A batlan was degenerate morally and physically. A 
Jew needed to further his intellectual development if he wanted to sur
vive in the hostile world of the gentiles.73 Chaim's'strong bonds with his 
East European roots never weakened, but at the same time he also knew 
that he needed to transcend and outgrow the intellectual and physical 
boundaries of the Pale of Settlement.



_III_
Berlin

Chaim Weizmann graduated from the Real-Gymnasium with the highest 
marks in every subject except drawing. It would have been natural for 
him to enter a Russian university, but he had had enough of Russia. The 
numerus clausus for universities had been permanently set at 10 percent 
of the student body within the Pale, 5 percent outside it, and 3 percent 
in St. Petersburg and Moscow. Although this numerus clausus was not 
always rigidly observed,1 it would have required endless chicanery, de
ception and humiliation to enter a university within the quota.2 As a re
sult of the restrictions in Russia, many East European Jews turned to the 
West to seek higher education. Chaim Weizmann was among them.

The choice of a specific university was accidental. A friend of the fam
ily, Reb Yitzhak Pulik, had two sons attending a Jewish boarding school 
in the village of Pfungstadt, near Darmstadt, in Germany. He recom
mended Chaim for a position as a junior Hebrew and Russian teacher 
for his sons and other Russian children. Weizmann was offered the po
sition. The attraction of the job was that Weizmann could attend the 
university in Darmstadt, some thirty minutes away by train, and with a 
little assistance from home he could get by with the three hundred marks 
(seventy-five dollars) the school paid him, plus room and board. In or
der to avoid paying for an expensive foreign passport, in the fall of 1892 
Weizmann posed as a worker on a raft which headed toward Danzig.3 
At Thom, the first stop in German territory, he took his possessions and 
skipped, traveling the rest of the distance to Pfungstadt by fourth-class 
train via Frankfurt am Main.4

Pfungstadt was a well-to-do community—known all over Germany for 
its brewery—which had served since the Middle Ages as a central ad
ministrative and economic seat for the smaller villages nearby. The first 
Jews settled there as early as 1616. Weizmann arrived when the Jewish 
population in the village was at its peak.5 Of great significance for the 
Jewish community, and for Pfungstadt in general, was the founding in 
1857 of a high school/boarding school which accepted Jewish students 
from all over Germany and abroad, as well as Christian children from 
Pfungstadt. The school, which was located at Mainstrasse 6, was founded

27
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by Dr. D. E. Joel. Until 1886 it was called "Dr. Joelsches Lehr-und Erzieh
ungsinstitut." In 1880 it had about one hundred students who were in
structed by eight teachers and junior teachers, of whom five were Jew
ish. Dr. Joel, the school's founder, was director until Dr. D. Bamass took 
over toward the end of the 1880s. By 1890, two years before Weizmann's 
arrival, the number of students had already declined to eighty, and after 
the founding of a local secular high school the number declined further. 
The school finally closed its gates in 1907. During Weizmann's eight 
months in the school (1892-93) it was still famous all over Germany for 
its extensive curriculum in Judaic studies, as well as its instruction in Latin, 
German, English, French, Russian, mathematics, and the natural sci
ences. News about the school's accomplishments often appeared in the 
press.6

Weizmann's first experiences in Germany were unhappy. In Pfung
stadt, as in many other so-called Landesgemeinden (rural communities) of 
Hessen and elsewhere, there was greater social control in the Jewish 
community than in the big cities, where it was easy to maintain one's 
anonymity. Religion was a given, not an object of individual choice.7 Dr. 
Bamass was extremely pious, but in a rigid and formal way. The school 
was kosher, there were no classes on the Sabbath, and prayers were re
cited at the appointed times each morning, afternoon, and evening. But 
it was not the kind of folk piety Chaim had known at home; it lacked 
warmth and intimacy and was rigid and stuffy. In addition. Dr. Bamass 
was a German patriot of the first order. The years before Chaim's arrival 
in Germany were a period of heightened anti-Semitism.8 It was there
fore natural for Dr. Bamass to be preoccupied with the question of anti- 
Semitism. But it was his obsequious and spineless response to the phe
nomenon which grated on Weizmann's nerves. Dr. Barnass preached in 
and out of season about the sterling qualities of German Jewry and about 
the need for spreading this message among Germans predisposed to
ward hatred of Jews.

Unfortunately, Dr. Bamass's sermons on this and similar subjects often 
served as substitutes for a solid meal. This institution of learning was 
also a private business, and students and teachers often suffered from 
lack of food, heat, and light; a lung hemorrhage suffered by Weizmann 
many years later was traced by his doctor to the privations of his first 
eight months in Germany.9 In a letter to his family written toward the 
end of his sojourn in Pfungstadt, Chaim described with a great deal of 
humor the meal served on the eve of the holiday of Shavuot (Pentecost): 
Instead of soup was served some strange liquid; the meat dish was re
placed by Dr. Bamass's speech, which was as far from Torah wisdom as 
is the distance between pork and kosher meat; and instead of dessert 
and sweets there were some sweet remarks by the director.10 Weiz- 
mann's discomfort with the school's brand of orthodoxy was due, in no 
small degree, to the fact that the Weizmann family was observing reli
gious rules more loosely. Weizmann, for example, had brought to Motol 
from Pfungstadt the game of croquet, which the children in the family.
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as well as some of the adults, played throughout the summer of 1893, 
including the Sabbath, without a reprimand from Ozer.11

Weizmann registered first as a Hospitant (auditor) and then as an aus- 
serordentlicher Studierender—a student taking a full course, but not quali
fied by a high school certificate for admission as an ordentlicher Studieren
der—at the Grossherzoglich Hessischen Technischen Hochschule in 
Darmstadt for the academic year 1892-93. The train ride from Pfung
stadt to Darmstadt took thirty minutes,12 but he had to rise every day at 
five in order to make the train, which arrived at six-thirty, and would 
walk around until the university opened at seven-thirty. He returned to 
Pfungstadt in the late afternoon, taught his Russian and Hebrew les
sons, ate his supper, and worked late into the night. The Technische 
Hochschule in Darmstadt was a well-respected university specializing in 
engineering, architecture, chemistry, and pharmacy.13 Weizmann's high 
school education in Pinsk was not comparable to his German peers/ and 
he had to work hard to catch up.14 Though Darmstadt was a pleasant 
town, he hardly had time to enjoy it. He was constantly on the run, 
overworked, undernourished, and lonely. His distaste for German Jews 
and for Pfungstadt was colored by the fact that it was his first time away 
from home. Pinsk, after all, was a larger version of Motol, an overgrown 
Jewish village teeming with familiar Jews, friends, and sometimes rela
tives. Pfungstadt, on the other hand, was an alien environment where 
he had no support group or even a person to confide in. He was cheer-
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less and desperately homesick. Finally he broke down and decided to 
interrupt his studies. At the end of the academic year he went back to 
Pinsk, leaving Pfungstadt without regrets.15

Weizmann returned to Pinsk in the spring of 1893. The unfortunate 
experience he had had in Pfungstadt did not deter him from a strong 
desire to continue his university education or from studying in Ger
many. In the fall of 1893 he went to study at the Charlottenburg Poly
technik in Berlin. The West, and Western culture in particular, had now 
taken hold of him. It was an accident that Chaim'« first encounter with 
German culture was in Pfungstadt. It was hardly an accident that his 
next choice of university was again on German soil in the heart of Prus
sia. The decision to study in Germany was common among Russian in
tellectual youth in the period before World War I. To young Russian Jews 
Germany held out the prospect of freedom and achievement. Wilhel- 
minian Germany was at its zenith: It represented political stability, sci
entific achievement, and cultural ascendance or perhaps even superior
ity. Weizmann himself put it thusly:

For the Jews and the intellectuals generally of Russia, the West ended at the 
Rhine, and beyond that boundary there was only an unknown world. They 
knew Germany, they spoke German, and they were vastly impressed by 
German achievement, German discipline and German power. They knew, 
as I did, that Russia was rotten through and through, eaten up by graft, 
incompetence and indolence . . . Germany, it is true, was also anti-Semitic, 
but German anti-Semitism did not show as much on the surface. It bore a 
milder aspect.16

Those who had a Jewish national bent did not reject their attachment 
to the strong Jewish values of Eastern Europe, but in many ways they 
internalized and adopted the standards of Wést European culture.17 It 
was not surprising that many Zionist intellectuals and students made their 
home in Germany in the pre-World War I era and that Berlin became a 
center of such East European Hebraists as David Frischmann, Saul 
Tschemichowski, Michah Berdichesvski, and later also Shmuel Agnon.18 
Though they were frequently humiliated and resented the attitude of the 
gentile and Jewish Germans toward them and their culture, the young 
East European Jews who came to Berlin could not fail to be impressed 
by this city of massive stone, gigantic statues, and monuments celebrat
ing the Hohenzollem. The Spree, the Tiergarten, the Lustgarten, and the 
Brandenburg Gate awed and inspired them. The opera, the theater, the 
literary idols of this period—all fascinated the young men and women 
who arrived from* the East. In an atmosphere of almost complete free
dom they could sit in the cafés all night, arguing the questions of the 
day. It is little wonder that in June 1895, after having been in Berlin for 
two years, Weizmann wrote to Leo Motzkin about "the God-forsaken 
town of Pinsk . . ,"19 

The Russian and Russian-Jewish intellectuals were, of course, part of 
the immigration to the West. From 1890 to 1915, 3,348,000 people left
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Russia. More than half were Jews, who settled mostly in the United States. 
With the aid of the Alliance Israélite Universelle and the German Central 
Committee for Russian-Jewish Refugees, hundreds of thousands of Jews 
bound for the United States or other places overseas went through Ger
man ports in the 1880s and 1890s.20 However, many also settled in Ger
many after 1881. Russians made up more than half the number of for
eign students at most universities, and often a majority of these were 
Jewish.21

Most of the East European Jews settled in large cities.22 Thus, by 1910 
East European Jews constituted 15 percent of the total Jewish population 
of Greater Berlin.23 Toward the end of the nineteenth century Berlin was 
already the center of the national German-Jewish organizations. Most of 
the important German-Jewish periodicals and newspapers were pub
lished in Berlin as well. As Berlin continued to grow in importance as a 
commercial and industrial center, Jews played an increasingly important 
role in the city's economic life.24

By the time Weizmann arrived in Berlin, in the autumn of 1893, there 
was a sizable Jewish student population there. In Prussian universities 
the number of foreign Jewish students increased steadily: In 1886-87 there 
were 129 East European Jews enrolled at the ten Prussian universities— 
75 percent of them studied in Berlin—out of a total of 13,658 Jewjsh and 
non-Jewish students, thus comprising less than 1 percent of the total 
student population. The percentage of East European Jewish students 
among the total Jewish student population was much higher. In 1886- 
87 the 129 East European Jews comprised 9.8 percent of the Jewish stu
dent body of 1,313, and by 1905-6 the 483 East European students com
prised 25.3 percent of 1,904 Jewish students.25 Thus, Weizmann could 
have immediate access to a large group of people who shared a common 
background, language, and aspirations. From the start it was dear to him 
that life in Berlin would be better than in Pfungstadt—if not materially, 
then certainly sodally and culturally.

The difference was not only that Pfungstadt was a small rural settle
ment and Berlin a large dty, nor even that the Charlottenburg Polytech
nik was one of the best sdentific institutes in the West. What was im
portant to Weizmann was the large Russian-Jewish student colony in 
Berlin. Weizmann always needed people around him; he needed sodal 
interaction, an audience, approval, and support for his ideas. All these 
elements were missing in Pfungstadt. He found ample gratification for 
these needs in a small organization called the Russischer juedischer wis- 
sénschaftlicher Verein (Russian-Jewish Sdentific Sodety). The Verein, as 
it was popularly known, was founded by twelve Russian-Jewish students26 
in December 1888, some two years before the term "Zionism" had be
come current. The Russischer juedischer wissenschaftlicher Verein was 
the first student organization in Germany to advocate Jewish national
ism, though only gradually. The statutes of the Verein, dated January 
1890, declared that its aim was to "afford the young Russian Jews in Ber
lin the opportunity to acquaint themselves with the interests and needs
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of the Jewish nation."27 It was only in 1898 that the Verein, which now 
changed its name to Russischer juedischer wissenschaftlicher Verein— 
Kadimah, stated: "The purpose of the Verein is to cultivate among the 
Russian-Jewish academic youth a Zionist conviction, Jewish knowledge, 
and Jewish life."28 The Verein often served as a public catalyst in the 
1890s to arouse interest in Jewish national questions among German- 
Jewish academics.

The founder and Undisputed leader of the Verein was Leo Motzkin, 
who was bom in the Ukraine but had been living ih Berlin since the age 
of fifteen. His background was similar to Weizmann's. His father was an 
observant Jew open to nëw ideas who made a living in the timber busi
ness. By the time Weizmann came to Berlin, Motzkin was a twenty-six- 
year-old student of mathematics at Berlin University. Motzkin led the 
Verein by virtue of his knowledge of German culture and German Jewry 
and his organizational abilities. The membership itself consisted of a 
number of forceful personalities who were to play an important role in 
Zionist affairs in later years, such as Shmarya Levin, Nachman Syrkin, 
and Victor Jacobson.29 They were all nonconformists. They did not ac
cept authority easily and loved nothing more than to engage in heated 
ideological debates for hours on end.30 Most of them were poor and un
derfed; Weizmann said that he himself did not eat a solid meal during 
his entire sojourn in Berlin, except as someone's guest.31 This was, no 
doubt, an exaggeration since he did receive a regular subvention from 
home and there is no record to indicate that he had to work to support 
himself. Nevertheless, it is probably true that he had no money to spare. 
The students of the Verein constantly borrowed money from one an
other and some must have frequently felt the pangs of starvation. When 
Shmarya Levin arrived in Berlin, he walked the three miles to his friend 
Nachman Syrkin's lodging to save money, while a dog tied to a small 
cart pulled his luggage. For a while Syrkin and Levin shared a room on 
the fifth floor of a typical workers' tenement, for which they each paid 
twelve and a half marks ($3.12) a month, including breakfast. Their 
breakfast consisted of a cup of coffee and two slices of black bread thinly 
smeared with butter. By way of variety they could order two white rolls 
without butter. During the week Syrkin, who was among the poorest of 
the lot, contented himself with the black bread; on the Sabbath he sac
rificed his butter in order to "luxuriate" in white rolls—a faint reminder 
of the Sabbath white bread of his faraway home.32 The students, Weiz
mann among them, were constantly pawning what they could in order 
to make ends meet until the last day of the month.33

The Verein was a self-contained group. Its members were marginal men 
in Berlin society, isolated from both the other Russian students as well 
as the German-Jewish community. This isolation sharpened and clarified 
the foreign students' identity—Weizmann's included—as Russian-Jewish 
intellectuals living as émigrés in their own cultural milieu. Ironically, all 
East European students—Galicians, Rumanians, Poles, Hungarians, 
Russians—were seen as an undifferentiated group by the Germans and
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the German-Jewish community, though they were often divided among 
themselves.34 In the eyes of the Germans and German Jews all East Eu
ropeans were alien. For their part, East European Zionist, socialist, and 
revolutionary circles formed separate groups which did not interact with 
one another except to debate.35 Upon arrival in Berlin it was typical for 
every East European Jew and non-Jew to seek the circle closest to his or 
her own ideas and background. Thus, Weizmann joined the Verein at 
once and remained an active member until his departure from Berlin in 
1897. The Verein now became an important instrument in shaping his 
Zionist ideology and the new junior member at first stood in awe of 
Motzkin, Syrkin, Jacobson, and the other older members, who seemed 
to have already formed very definite ideas as to the direction the Jewish 
national revival ought to take. Motzkin, in particular, briefly became 
Weizmann's mentor and instructor in all Zionist matters. When Motz
kin, who was then switching from mathematics to economics, asked 
Weizmann to teach him, for a modest fee, the elementary principles of 
science, the latter was delighted to be of service and was eager to please. 
After the lonely year he had spent in Pfungstadt, Weizmann was happy 
to be accepted by members of the Verein, with whose ideas he fully 
identified. Motzkin and the others became models that he tried to em
ulate in his personal as well as Zionist commitments. ?

Weizmann consistently studied six to seven hours a day, attending 
lectures and working in the laboratory. His conscientious attitude to
ward his studies stemmed from his conviction, already shaped in Pinsk, 
that education was his only path to financial independence and security. 
The well-known Professor Carl Theodor Liebermann, who had con
ducted, with Professor Carl Graebe, experiments in the synthesis of the 
dyestuff base alizarin, was director of the Charlottenburg Polytechnik and 
assigned Weizmann to the care of Dr. Karl Anton Augustin Bistrzycki 
and Professor Georg Karl von Knorre.36 "Exploration of coal tar, from 
which alizarin had been released, was providing clues to the molecular 
structure of an almost limitless range of products for which industry 
hungered."37 In the laboratories of the Polytechnic Weizmann's imagi
nation and creativity began to be challenged; he was now acquiring his 
lifelong taste for research. Karl Anton Augustin Bistrzycki, a Polish-bom 
scientist, was engaged in an investigation of the reaction of o-aldehydic 
adds with phenols and encouraged Weizmann to partidpate in his in
vestigations. In Berlin Weizmann met a fellow student, Christian Deich- 
ler, with whom he was to collaborate in his early research in synthetic 
dyes for textiles under the guidance of Bistrzycki. After three years of 
collaboration, Weizmann and Deichler were successful in the prepara
tion of naphtha derivatives.38 Chemistry, then, was an exdting venture 
even if Weizmann occasionally felt inferior to his friends, who studied 
more lofty subjects such as philosophy, economics, and law.

Weizmann's evenings and weekends among the Verein members were 
as exdting as his days in the laboratory. In fact, he was oblivious to the 
German-Jewish community and, like the other members of the Verein,
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quickly affirmed his identity as a Russian-Jewish intellectual. He had more 
than his share in the all-consuming social and intellectual life of the Ver
ein; in 1895 he served for a while as one of its joint secretaries.39 The 
Verein held its meetings on Saturday, mostly at a café attached to a Jew
ish hotel, the Hotel Zentrum, on the Alexanderplatz, because there its 
members could get beer and sausages on credit during lean periods. 
Weizmann described these meetings in his autobiography:

I think with something like a shudder of the amount of-talking we did. We 
never dispersed before the small hours of [the] morning. We talked of 
everything, of history, wars, revolutions, the rebuilding of society. But chiefly 
we talked of the Jewish problem and of Palestine. We sang, we celebrated 
such Jewish festivals as we did not go home for, we debated with the assim- 
ilationists, and we made vast plans for the redemption of our people. It was 
all very youthful and naive and jolly and exciting; but it was not without a 
deeper meaning.40

The members of the Verein spent a great deal of time clarifying issues of 
the day. In so doing they hoped both to attract to their ranks the Rus
sian-Jewish youth and to differentiate themselves from such philan
thropic associations as the Verein Esra. Saturday nights were devoted 
either to lectures or to debates with opponents. From time to time there 
were guest lectures by scholars, such as Moritz Steinschneider, who were 
willing to read a paper before the Verein. Many of the lectures and dis
cussions dealt with Jewish history and literature.41 The basic aim of all 
these discussions and debates was to deepen the national Jewish con
sciousness and understanding of its members and to revitalize their 
commitment to the Jewish nation.42

A major effort was expended by the Verein in its competition with the 
socialists for the "souls" of new students who arrived from the East. Every 
morning the train would bring these new and unsuspecting students, 
who had not formed any opinion yet about Jewish nationalism or so
cialism. Their first contacts in Berlin would therefore be crucial; thus, the 
competition for these "green newcomers" was fierce and Jewish nation
alists and socialists would be standing in the train station waiting to 
"ambush" them.43 Having aroused the interest or curiosity of newcom
ers, the Verein would invite them to attend its Saturday-night meetings, 
where the socialists and nationalists would often clash in heated and 
prolonged debates before groups of up to 150 students,44 The socialists 
and antinationalists would attend the Verein's meetings in order to 
sharpen their own arguments. They were usually at an advantage be
cause they would bring to their assistance well-known figures from the 
socialist world who would try to "crush" the members of the Verein with 
their authority if they could not do so through argument. One of the 
deadliest debaters on the socialist side was Parvus, who also belonged 
to a Russian-Jewish organization named Wissenschaft und Leben, whose 
members were all social democrats and "cosmopolitans."45 Parvus was 
bom Israel Lazarevich Helphand, in the northern part of the Pale of Set-
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demerit, and had turned to revolutionary activitiés by the age of eigh
teen. He resided in Berlin between 1891 and 1893, where he was an im
portant contributor to Vorwaerts, the main daily organ of the German Social 
Democratic Party. He was, then, a dangerous and formidable opponent 
of the Verein.46

These were heady times for Weizmann. A new world was opening up 
to him: new concepts; a sense of and appreciation for intellectual free
dom; and the formation of his first adult friendships, especially with 
Motzkin, whom he initially regarded as his intellectual superior. He was 
also making the most of Berlin as a center of music and theater. On Sun
days there were special theater rates for students, and this was the fa
vorite day for Chaim and his friends, who sometimes saw as many as 
three performances a day, eating their sandwiches between perform
ances and returning home at night sated with Shakespeare, Goethe, and 
Ibsen. The musical hero in the Berlin of those days was Felix Weingart-* 
ner—Edler von Muenzberg—a conductor and composer of music of in
ternational fame.47 Weizmann and his friends from the Verein often at
tended his concerts, sitting in the cheapest seats under the roof and 
applauding riotously. At the end of a Beethoven performance the con
ductor went to see who had been making all that noise. Having been 
assured of their great admiration and told that his concert coincided with 
the festival of Purim, he took them to a Bierhalle for Wuerstchen and 
beer.48 There is no indication that Weizmann sustained his interest in 
music and the theater after he left Berlin.

Early in 1895 the Weizmann family moved from Motol to Pinsk for 
practical and financial considerations. The Weizmanns were always a close- 
knit family and since Pinsk offered much better educational opportuni
ties for the children, it did not make sense to remain in Motol. Four of 
the children had already left home: Chaim was in Berlin; his younger 
brother Moshe had already been in Pinsk since 1892, studying in the same 
Real-Gymnasium from which Chaim graduated and also hoping to be a 
chemist; Feivel was managing the rafts on the rivers; and Miriam was 
married to Chaim Lubzhinsky and resided in Pinsk.49 In addition, Ozeris 
business was once more doing poorly and he decided to merge his 
business with that of Chaim Lubzhinsky, with whom he had been as
sociated professionally since 1886. Ozer could conduct his business in 
Pinsk as well as he had done in Motol, and since all his rafts had to pass 
through Pinsk anyhow, it meant that he could be at home more often. 
Rachel Leah was then in her early forties and did not bear any more 
children,50 but it was still a large family to support. Chaim was needed 
at home for a while; Ozer could not send him his monthly allowance 
just then, and the young student could help the family in their period 
of adjustment and perhaps help launch the other children in their ca
reers; the Weizmann children always shared financial responsibility with 
their parents when it came to education.

It was not easy for the Weizmanns to leave Motol.51 It was just as dif
ficult /or Weizmann to leave the sparkling and gay life of Berlin and re-
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tum to provincial Pinsk at the end of the spring semester 1895, after having 
completed his third semester at the Charlottenburg Polytechnik. He was 
to remain in Pinsk until early summer 1896, when he returned to Berlin 
to resume his studies in the fall. He spent the year in Pinsk giving sci
ence lessons to children who were preparing to study abroad, as well as 
Russian and Hebrew lessons.52 During the mornings he worked in the 
small chemical factory of Grygory Lurie, the brother of Samuel, his for
mer employer in Pinsk.53

Soon after he arrived in Pinsk, Weizmann begarr to complain about his 
lot in letter after letter to Leo Motzkin.

. . . after Berlin, Pinsk has made such a vile, repulsive impression on me 
that I find it unpleasant, even distasteful, to share it, dear friend, with you. 
There is nothing here and no one: instead of a town—just an enormous 
rubbish-heap; instead of people, one comes across creatures devoid of all 
personality, with no interests, no desires, no demands . . . Hundreds of 
Jews push on and hurry about the streets of our town, with anxious faces 
marked by great suffering, but they seem to do it unconsciously; as if they 
were in a daze. As in any other well-organized society, there is a so-called 
intelligentsia here too . . .  In point of fact, the male "intellectuals" are busy 
paying court to intellectual damsels, while the married men and women spend 
their time playing cards . . .  All this is quite natural and understandable if 
one bears in mind . . . how few higher or even average interests they have. 
From all this you will understand that I am incredibly bored here. I have, of 
course, a host of acquaintances who would gladly spend their time with me— 
a student from Berlin . . . but I don't go anywhere and have not taken up 
at all with the jeunesse dorée of Pinsk. . .

The young student from Berlin who had only recently complained about 
the assimilationist Jews of Pfungstadt had quickly emancipated himself 
from the values and lifestyle of the Pale. He clearly saw himself as a 
Russian-Jewish intellectual who had internalized some of the West's at
titudes toward the East and the common Russian Jews. He was now 
looking with contempt and derision at the society around him through 
the eyes of a Westernizing Jew:

I am pretty fed up with all this by now, and I am only waiting for the happy 
day that will free me fun de goyishe hend [i.e., Pinsk's Jews], and take me to 
Berlin . . . There is a depressed, dull state of mind everywhere . . . The 
monotony is only broken occasionally when one indulges in indignation at 
the emptiness and nastiness of our leading Jews, their slavishness and ser
vility. It seems to me that on no one did the Golus [i.e., exile] have such a 
noxious influence as on the Jews of Pinsk . . ,55

These harsh remarks were probably fueled by Weizmann's resentment 
at having been forced to interrupt his studies in Berlin, but they may 
also reflect more general debates of the time as to whether Russia ought 
to adopt Western traditions or move along central Russian lines. Weiz
mann was obviously influenced in his ideas by those Russian radicals 
who sought change along Western lines. Thus, he felt that he was phys*
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ically "in the hands of the goyim," while his intellectual interests were 
in the West. Incessantly he inquired after the members of'the Verein, 
their activities and accomplishments: "It is in your power to puD me out 
of this slough, at least for a time, and give me the chance to transport 
myself—at least in thought—into your circle and live your life."56 Motz- 
kin became his link to Berlin, and Weizmann was so grateful for the few 
replies from the latter that he could not thank him enough.57 But Weiz
mann was not quite as inactive and bored as he pretended. Together with 
Judah Leib Berger, Mordechai Strick, and Hirsch (Tzvi) Hiller—all prom
inent Zionists in Pinsk—Weizmann formed a literary circle which was 
national in character and which included "the best people in Pinsk." On 
one occasion Weizmann spoke about the wide dissemination of the works 
of the Hebrew and, Yiddish writer J. L. Peretz,58 but his talk was not well 
received. "The reason is simple: The masses do not read anything and 
have no spiritual interests."59 Together with the founders of the circle, 
he was also involved in lobbying for and establishing in 1895 a progres
sive heder, or heder metukan, where the traditional curriculum and peda
gogic methods were modernized. It was among the first of its kind in 
the entire Pale of Settlement.60 By the summer of 1896 there were ap
proximately forty pupils in this heder.61 The orthodox Jews in town were 
incensed at this innovation, and from time to time there were acts of 
violence. On one occasion they broke the windows in Berger's apart
ment and then began to stone the Weizmann house. Ozer walked onto 
the small porch and informed the demonstrators that he supported Chaim 
and his friends and would not be frightened by violence. His dignified 
and authoritative demeanor tipped the balance and the crowd dis
persed.62 Thus, Weizmann first clashed directly with the orthodox Jews 
of Eastern Europe. He would have many occasions to unleash his anger 
against both Zionist and non-Zionist rabbinical groups in both the East 
and the West. It is not easy to pinpoint the sources of Weizmann's hos
tility to orthodox circles, since he himself came from an orthodox home. 
Weizmann seems to have adopted his father's enlightened brand of or
thodoxy, which was tolerant toward other forms of Judaism, and abhorred 
any kind of rigid and inflexible ideology. This explains Weizmann's dis
comfort in Pfungstadt and his violent opposition to any attempt by the 
orthodox to impose their values on the Zionist movement.

Zionist and educational activities occupied Weizmann's free time, but 
they could not take his mind off a problem that hung like an albatross 
around his neck: his obligation to serve in the tsarist army. Full-time stu
dents were usually exempt from military service, but only if they studied 
in Russia. Moreover, only Feivel could claim exemption as a firstborn 
and provider for the family. When Chaim was younger, his uncle Yan- 
kel, who had no children, "adopted" him as his only child in the hope 
that this would save Chaim from service. Yet Chaim received an order 
to report to the military authorities during his autumn vacation in Pinsk 
in 1894.63 The situation was precarious: Many young Jews were emigrat
ing and the Jews did not fill their quotas. It seemed to Chaim and his
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worried family that he might well end up as a soldier in the service of 
the Romanov dynasty.

The manager of the Jewish office, Reb Israel Chemerinsky of Motol, 
who kept the residence records, suggested adding a few years to Chaim's 
age, for he seemed slim and tall. Ozer agreed to this strategy, hoping 
that with the combination of his status as an only son Chaim might get 
off. It was also decided that Chaim would not register with others in his 
category but would submit an affidavit stating that he was sick: Chaim 
lay in bed while his family tried to entertain him. Hé went to bed a healthy 
man, but after a few days he really became ill. The whole charade af
fected him psychologically, and the fact that his family needed to pay 
large bribes troubled him as well. He suffered from pangs of conscience, 
and his face and features looked like those of a seriously ill patient. After 
two weeks a committee consisting of a military doctor and two clerks 
appeared in the Weizmann house. The doctor examined the candidate 
for soldiering, pronouncing him seriously ill, and wrote a certificate to 
this effect. The certificate was sent to Kobrin, the provincial capital. 
Weizmann was called before a special committee, which gave him a one- 
year deferment.64

The deferment lapsed soon after Chaim returned to Pinsk during the 
spring of 1895. Weizmann decided not to play the game a second time 
and embarked on his first "diplomatic" mission. A few days before he 
was due to appear before the committee for military affairs—sometime 
in October 1895—he left the Weizmann home in Pinsk under the pretext 
that he was traveling on important Zionist affairs. He journeyed to Ko
brin, the residence of the supervisor of army affairs in the province. Chaim 
went to the latter's estate and explained that during his whole life he 
had not engaged in physical exercise, that he was not particularly strong, 
that he was deeply committed to his scientific studies, and that if he were 
compelled to waste time in the army he would be forced to flee and im
migrate to America, where he could continue his studies. The Gentile 
looked at this audacious young Jew for a while and replied, "Yes, you 
are correct, Mr. Weizmann! Indeed, you don't give the impression of a 
soldier and we have more than enough cannon fodder. Go in peace and 
report before the committee. I am certain they will also understand that 
you were not created to hold a rifle." A few days later Weizmann re
ported to the committee, was released, and received the coveted "White 
Certificate" exempting him from active service as well as reserve duty.65

In an uncharacteristic understatement Weizmann summed up the whole 
episode in two sentences in his letter to Motzkin.66 Given Weizmann's 
general tendency to try to impress others, especially his older friend 
Motzkin, his reticence in this case seems strange and raises the possibil
ity that there were good reasons—perhaps the payment of a bribe—not 
to reveal the entire story in a letter. In any case, having successfully 
overcome this ordeal, he was again fully engrossed in the affairs of the 
Verein and Jewish nationalism. He was becoming increasingly annoyed 
at the way Motzkin ignored his letters and thereby effectively cut him
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off from affairs in Berlin. At first he was astonished that his .faithful re
porting to the Verein's leader on the doings at Pinsk remained unan
swered: "Dear Motzkin, I am surprised at your silence. . . ,"67 Some 
time later: 'To my regret, I have still had no reply from you! . . . Why 
don't you write?"68 A month later he wrote in an insulted and hurt 
manner: ". . .1 feel deeply offended at being ignored like this, all the 
more because it is you who are doing it . . .  In spite of my frequent 
appeals and requests, you do not give a single sign of life . . . It follows 
[from a letter by David Makhlin] that you simply did not want to write. 
This would drive anybody wild."'69 Finally Weizmann resorted to an 
imploring and obsequious manner full of self-doubt:

I have to write for the sixth time, and beg you for the reply I need so much.
I can imagine very vividly how fed up with my letters you must be by now 
. . . In all probability you have your own weighty reasons, which entirely 
elude me. Believe me, your behavior has made me reflect more than once, 
but save for the purest comradely feelings, I do not feel guilty of anything 
. ... All I need is information! Any other details I do not dare to hope for 
even in my dreams . . -70

Weizmann felt humiliated by his older colleague. He always had a thin 
skin and was easily insulted. However, since Motzkin was the ̂ recog
nized authority in his intellectual and social circle, Weizmann could not 
afford to write in sharp tones. Until September 1899 he always used the 
respectful and formal "you" in his letters to Motzkin, but the year in 
Pinsk marked the beginning of'erosion in their friendship. The early let
ters to Motzkin also reveal a number of characteristic traits in Weizmann 
that will later become apparent, especially in the period before the Bal
four Declaration: his tendency to complain about others, his frequent bouts 
of self-doubt, and his need to aggrandize his own accomplishments, 
sometimes sliding into untruths.

Nevertheless, it was Motzkin who helped initiate Weizmann into the 
Berlin circle of Ahad Ha'Am (Asher Ginsberg), the most profound thinker 
in the Hibbat Zion movement. Of all the people who influenced Weiz
mann up to the end of World War I, Ahad Ha'Am's legacy was the most 
significant. It is thus imperative to consider very briefly the essence of 
Ahad Ha'Am's thought as it relates to Weizmann's own Zionist devel
opment.

Following his first essay "Lo Zeh ha-Derekh" ("This Is Not the Way"), 
in 1889—the very time that the Verein began its activities in Berlin—Ahad 
Ha'Am soon emerged as the most important member of the Hibbat Zion, 
though he was not its leader. He often stood in opposition to it and mer
cilessly attacked the movement, particularly on the issue of the coloni
zation of Palestine.71 He demanded that no more immigrants be settled 
in the colonies until a secure legal basis had been obtained, and he con
demned the settlements that were dependent on donations from abroad.

Throughout his writings Ahad Ha'Am asserted that without a re
stored’Palestine European Jewry, despite its unique languages and dense
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population, would not be able to withstand the influence of foreign cul
tures.72 The only way to avoid this process was to create a merkaz ruhani 
(spiritual center) in Palestine73 to infuse new life in both the East and the 
West.74 Thus Ahad Ha'Am did not believe that Zionism would solve the 
"Problem of the Jews," namely, the economic, social, and political prob
lems of the Jewish masses. Instead, it could solve the "Problem of Ju
daism" by creating a new type of Jew. This process would take place 
primarily in the Diaspora.

For Ahad Ha'Am Jewishness meant the ideas of absolute justice and 
impartial objectivity, a concept that determined his attitude toward the 
question of Arab-Jewish relations. Thus, he wished to create in Palestine 
a "spiritual center"—based on a sound economic base—which could ra
diate these ideas and values in the Diaspora. Ahad Ha'Am's purpose was 
not to define the essence of Judaism in general but to seek those values 
with which the Jewish intellectual could identify.75 In sum, Ahad Ha'Am's 
main concern was for the internal, personal revival of Jewish education 
and tradition, a tehiyat halevavot, and of cultural and ethical values. Jews 
would come to Palestine not because of poverty and anti-Semitism but 
because they were attracted by the possibility of a spiritual rebirth. This 
process should begin, according to Ahad Ha'Am, in the Diaspora and 
later become the foundation for Jewish colonization.

More or less simultaneously with the 1889 appearance of his essay "Lo 
Zeh ha-Derekh" in Alexander Tzederbaum's Hamelitz, there was founded 
around Ahad Ha'Am in Odessa a semisecret order of members of the 
Hibbat Zion called Bnei Moshe.76 It was an elitist society which never 
comprised more than two hundred members. However, the caliber of its 
membership was such that until its dissolution in 1897 it was able to in
fluence the general direction of the Hibbat Zion movement toward a more 
radical nationalism. Though conceived in Ahad Ha'Am's image of what 
the Hibbat Zion movement ought to be like, it was often more impatient 
and radical than its progenitor.77

The members of Bnei Moshe carried out their ideas in many practical 
ventures, especially in the field of education. They established in Jaffa 
the first elementary school in which Hebrew was the main language of 
instruction. They founded the colony of Rehovot, where Hebrew was 
spoken and where Jews could find work. In the Diaspora they founded 
the publishing houses of Ahiasaf and Tushiyah and published a number 
of books, pamphlets, and journals which gave momentum to the revival 
of the Hebrew language and nationalist ideas. These cultural activities 
made the Bnei Moshe into the most vital force within the Hibbat Zion; 
indeed, in a sense the society was a counterweight to the Hibbat Zion. 
It also maintained, at best, an unfriendly attitude toward Orthodox Ju
daism, a position which made the society the center of some of the most 
heated Zionist debates in the 1890s.78

Weizmann's closest collaborators in Pinsk, Judah Leib Berger and 
Mordechai Strick, were active members of Bnei Moshe,79 as were a num
ber of members of the Verein. In October 1895 Weizmann met Leo
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Motzkin in Brest-Litovsk,80 and at the latter's suggestion he applied for 
and was admitted to membership in the Bnei Moshe. The Pinsk branch 
of the Bnei Moshe was one of the more successful branches. It was care
ful in admitting new members and its existence was a well-kept secret. 
A short while after he was admitted as a member, Weizmann was sus
pected by the heads of the Bnei Moshe in Pinsk of not being true to the 
values of the society. In a letter to the central office the Pinsk leaders 
warned their colleague not to trust him with too much information, since 
he may be "more of a Social Democrat than a 'Bnei Moshe' member . . ." 
They revealed that Weizmann had been considered for membership in 
the society for some time and that it was only Motzkin's recommenda
tion which forced the issue. They believed that Weizmann had sug
gested himself for membership not because of his affinity with the So
ciety's values but because he was influenced by his Berlin comrades to 
do so. "In any case," they concluded, "one has to be wary of him in the 
beginning. You, dear friend, please gather some information about him 
from our brethren in Berlin." The information from Berlin was appar
ently reassuring.81 At that point Ahad Ha'Am had not been the official 
leader of the society for a number of years and had, in a sense, retired 
to «pursue his various publication ventures. Sometime in 18% Ahad Ha'Am 
arrived in Berlin in connection with the publication of the new Hfebrew 
monthly Hashilôah—it was not possible to receive a publication license in 
Russia—and remained in the dty for a period of nine months, during 
which he became the center of a group of young Hebraists, including 
Berdichevsky, Malter, Neimark, Ehrenpreis, Thon, and members of the 
Verein.82

In the spring of 1896 Ozer Weizmann's business had sufficiently im
proved—thanks to his more enterprising and ambitious son-in-law—so 
that the two of them now decided to finance the rest of Chaim's educa
tion. They sent him back to Berlin in the early summer of 1896 with the 
promise of a monthly allowance of a hundred marks ($30-$35), a not 
inconsiderable sum of money when compared to the lot of the other 
members of the Verein.83 This regular income enabled Weizmann to de
vote all his time to his studies; he was also in a position to lend money 
or his coat (for pawning) to his less fortunate fellow students. He him
self was not careful with his own money, but he never wavered from 
the principle he had already established as a student in the Real-Gymnasium 
in Pinsk. At all costs he was determined to attain a profession and a reg
ular income. As much as he admired the bohemian lifestyle of Zvi Aber- 
son or the dedication to public causes of Motzkin, he also saw them as 
"unproductive," needlessly wasting their talents and opportunities. His 
harsh and repeated criticisms of such men seem to reflect his own fear 
that if he relaxed his self-imposed restraints he might emulate their ex
ample.

Soon after Chaim returned to Berlin from Pinsk he went to pay his 
respects to Ahad Ha'Am in the company of two other members of the 
Verein/Isidore Eliashev and Nahum Mirkin. His first impression of Ahad



42 Chaim Weizmann

Ha'Am was less than enthusiastic: "The three of us visited Ahad Ha'Am 
today. The conversation turned on various rather unimportant ques
tions. We did not touch upon anything fundamental as this first visit 
was of an official character . . ." Summing up the visit, Weizmann wrote 
in somewhat condescending tones: "On the whole Ahad Hfa'Am] makes 
a very pleasant impression as a European. He spoke about the Palestine 
cause with restraint, not too much, without heat and, or perhaps it only 
seemed so to me, with a little pinch of skepticism ,̂ "f4

Weizmann, like other young nationalists in Berlin and elsewhere, was 
impatient for action: relief for the hordes of refugees from Russia, im
provement of Jewish conditions in Russia itself, and for other social and 
economic measures that would ease the plight of the masses. These would 
remain his lifelong concerns. He had an affinity for Ahad Ha'Am and 
defended him against the attacks of the orthodox, but he was not yet in 
complete agreement with Ahad Ha'Am and did not support him fully. 
Unlike the restrained and skeptical Ahad Ha'Am, who was counseling a 
slow, deliberate pace and long-range policies concentrating on the 
"Problem of Judaism" rather than the "Problem of the Jews," Weizmann 
was unwilling, at this point, to defer militant action. Yet for the time 
being his militancy did not express itself in any concrete activities. This 
would come only at the beginning of the next century.

There was indeed plenty of room for action in which those senior 
members in the Hibbat Zion engaged. In June 1887 the second confer
ence of the Hovevei Zion took place in Druskieniki in order to deal 
with the many problems facing the movement. A power struggle ensued 
at the conference between the orthodox, led by Rabbi Shmuel Mohilewer, 
and those supporting Pinsker arid Lilienblum. Pinsker was finally re
elected to lead the movement together with six advisers, three of whom 
were rabbis.85 In 1890—at a time when the Russian government was 
contemplating new designs against the Jews—Alexander Tzederbaum, 
editor of Hamelitz, succeeded in obtaining government sanction for the 
Society for the Support of Jewish Farmers and Artisans in Syria and Pal
estine, which became known as the Odessa Committee. However, the 
Zionists were denied the right to organize emigration or even maintain 
a country-wide organization.86 They sought in vain the aid of Baron 
Maurice de Hirsch, who founded the Jewish Colonization Society in 1891 
and had received permission to establish a central committee in St. Pe
tersburg to resettle the bulk of Russian Jewry. The Zionists were suc
cessful only in 1894, when a center of the Hovevei Zion was established 
in Paris.87 Pinsker's death in December 1891, the obstacles created by the 
Russian government, coupled with the cruel expulsion of twenty thou
sand Jews from Moscow, and the ban on immigration and settlement in 
Palestine imposed by the Turkish authorities after the land speculations 
of 1891, were blows that the fledgling movement found hard to absorb. 
There were, of course, successes in the Holy Land: the establishment of 
Rehovot and Hadera and the consolidation 6f Mishmar ha-Yarden. In 
the Diaspora there were increasing financial contributions. Writers and
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poets espoused the national cause. And there was, of course, ever- 
widening publishing activity, including newspapers and periodicals in 
Hebrew, Russian, and Yiddish.88 But, all in all, the movement lacked élan 
and leadership.89

Weizmann was soon to confront directly Zionist conditions in the hin
terland of the Pale. In midsummer 1897, as all eyes in the Zionist world 
were turned westward to Basel, where the First Zionist Congress was to 
take place in the last days of August, Weizmann was preparing to go 
east, back to Russia. In the winter term, after long and strenuous exper
iments during which he even forgot to write home, Weizmann discov
ered a formula for improving the methods of dye-processing chemistry. 
His teacher. Professor von Knorre, thought the formula could be sold 
and recommended Chaim to a friend of his, one Ilyniski, the manager 
of a dyeing plant in Moscow. Prior to his trip to Moscow, Weizmann 
went to Pinsk and threw himself wholeheartedly into the preparations 
for the congress, winning a mandate from Pinsk as a delegate and, for 
the time being, putting off until the end of the summer his invitation to 
go to Moscow.90

All spring long Weizmann traveled by cart, wagon, and boat to re
mote communities in the Pale lying along the swampy streams of the 
Pripet marshes. Weizmann returned to Berlin in June in order to settle 
his affairs and collect his belongings, since he was about to move to 
Switzerland. One matter that needed to be settled was a debt of more 
than thirty marks owed him by Motzkin, possibly for lessons he had not 
paid for or in repayment of an outright loan. Writing to the latter one 
formal letter after another, Weizmann first tried reason, then pleaded his 
own hardship and illness, and finally threatened Motzkin: "Have been 
waiting for your reply till now. Nothing has come. You have thus driven 
me to extremes—a thing I really did not expect. I expect the money to
morrow morning at eight. If you do not let me have it by then, I shall 
be forced to seek another solution, which may result in serious unpleas
antness. To avoid this, I am warning you for the fourth or fifth time."91 
The lack of response—and payment—was not the only thing that both
ered Weizmann; for unknown reasons Motzkin had now started a cam
paign against him among the students.92 His erstwhile hero and guide 
for the past four years had turned against him, though there are no dues 
as to why this was the case. In any event, it was a painful realization for 
Weizmann, who always needed friends and company. Their friendship, 
which had begun to sour while Weizmann was in Pinsk, had now suf
fered more damage, not to be fully repaired even when they later collab
orated in various causes. It would always remain, at best, a cool rela
tionship. For the time being it left a bitter aftertaste to four happy and 
productive years in Berlin.

Weizmann left Berlin during the first days of August 1897—without 
the money. He needed funds desperately and finally traveled to Mos
cow during thé last week of August to try to sell his invention. It was a 
humiliating experience, since he had no permit to travel outside the Pale
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and his two-day stay in Moscow was illegal. He was unable to sell the 
formula and—to add to his disappointment—was also late by one day 
for the congress. His father, who met him in Brest-litovsk, brought along 
his foreign passport and ten rubles—all he could scrape together—for 
the journey to Basel. But having missed the opening day of the con
gress, Weizmann was despondent and unwilling to use Ozer's last funds.93 
The whole episode in Russia seems a bit obscure. It is not quite clear 
why Weizmann planned his trip to Moscow so close, to the First Zionist 
Congress. But it will not be the last time that private affairs and Zionist 
commitments would clash. Whatever the reasons, Weizmann always re
gretted having missed the historic moment when 238 delegates from 24 
countries94 met formally to launch the World Zionist Organization.



_IV _
Herzl

Writing to Leo Motzkin from Pinsk in January 1896, Weizmann ex
claimed, "Hardly anything happens over here. Our Jewish society is 
marking time. There is something in the air, and people are expecting 
great changes for the better . . Z'1

Less than a month later, on February 15, Theodor Herzl, who was soon 
to found the World Zionist Organization, noted in his diary that the Vi
ennese bookseller M. Breitenstein was displaying his pamphlet The Jews' 
State: An Attempt at a Modern Solution of the Jewish Question.2

Herzl arrived on the Zionist horizon in the nick of time; the Hibbat 
Zion movement in the East and West was floundering and rudderless. 
News from the colonies in Palestine was only marginally more encour
aging than the situation in the Diaspora. The official obstacles to Zionist 
activity in Palestine were great. From the outset the Ottoman govern
ment was vigorously opposed to modem Jewish settlement in Palestine. 
In 1882 the government had placed restrictions on Jews entering Pales
tine which were designed to prevent Jewish settlement in the country. 
One decade later it also imposed restrictions on Jewish land purchase in 
Palestine. Ottoman opposition to Jewish settlement intensified in 1897 as 
a result of the official founding of the Zionist movement, and in 1901 the 
restrictions against Jewish entry and land purchase in Palestine were re
vised and the regulations consolidated.3

What all these rules and regulations meant was uncertain in view of 
the obscure method and issuance of the regulations, the laxity in admin
istrative matters on the part of most Ottoman officials, and the custom
ary baksheesh (bribe). Everything had its price, and as the Ottoman offi
cials put it, "If it's a question of your interests and the Empire's—yours 
come first."4 What eased the burden of this maze of contradictory and 
irregular Ottomon decrees was the fact that the European powers re
fused almost uniformly to acquiesce in the restrictions on the grounds 
that they ran counter to the privileges they and their subjects enjoyed 
under the capitulations. Lastly, Ottoman policy was never airtight be
cause of the great difficulties in putting it into practice.5

The net result was both promising and disheartening for the Hibbat
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Zion and later for the Zionist movement. On the positive side, from the 
Zionists' point of view, immigration to Palestine increased and for the 
first time a portion of the settlers established agricultural colonies. Reli
able statistics on immigration for that period are unavailable, but the fol
lowing figures give a general idea: In 1882 the total Jewish population of 
Palestine was about 24,000,6 representing roughly 5 percent of the total; 
due mainly to immigration in 1881-84 and 1890-91, the niimber of Jews 
nearly doubled to 47,000 in 1890 and reached approximately 50,000 by 
1897, more than half of whom resided in Jersusalem.7

The most important material achievement of the Hibbat Zion move
ment was the establishment in the eighties and nineties of the first farm
ing settlements (moshavot) in Palestine. There were earlier attempts at 
colonization by the so-called Old Yishuv—notably in Petah Tikvah in 
1878—but this and other attempts failed. Thus, the new arrivals from 
Russia and Rumania found an urban Jewish population of only 24,000s 
and a rural Jewish population of some 480 people, as well as the agri
cultural school Mikveh Israel, founded in 1870 by Charles Netter on be
half of the Alliance Israélite Universelle. In 1882-83 settlers from Russia, 
Rumania, and Poland founded five settlements. In 1884 Gederah was es
tablished by the Biluim south of Jaffa and Nes Ziona was founded in 
Judaea.9 In the 1890s immigrants to Palestine founded twelve more com
munities. By 1900 there were twenty-two Jewish rural settlements widely 
dispersed throughout Palestine on 76,000 acres,10 with a total Jewish ru
ral population of 5,210 managing 705 farms.11

Despite their enthusiasm, the immigrants were unprepared for the task 
at hand, possessing insufficient material resources, physical stamina, and 
adequate agricultural knowledge to make the colonies economically via
ble. In addition, they were exposed to malaria. Bedouin raids, a harsh 
climate, and the constant difficulties imposed by the Ottoman regime. It 
is not surprising that of the estimated twenty-five thousand new immi
grants, the overwhelming majority were absorbed in the urban com
munities. Nevertheless, the historic innovation of the First Aliyah (im
migration to Palestine/Israel) (1882-1904), small as it was in total numbers, 
was the creation of agricultural colonies. These were modest but impor
tant gains. When the First Zionist Congress convened in Basel in 1897, 
fifteen years had elapsed since the start of modem Jewish settlement in 
Palestine.

Ironically, the precarious settlements were saved only by the financial 
generosity of Baron Edmond James de Rothschild, widely called "the Well- 
Known Benefactor" (ha-Nadiv ha-Yadua), the fourth and youngest son of 
James Jacob Rothschild, the first head of the Paris branch of the family. 
It is estimated that the total amount invested by the baron in Jewish set
tlements in Palestine was 5.6 million British pounds, of which 1.6 mil
lion was invested between 1883 and 1889.12 But Baron Edmond de 
Rothschild's largesse had strings attached to it. He imposed conditions 
that radically altered the colonies' structure, and all lands had to be reg
istered in his name. He appointed "directors" who not only doled out
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his money but also administered all affairs in the colonies. His "garden
ers" supervised the farms. Sometimes his administrators insisted, as a 
measure of control, that the villagers sign agreements stating that they 
were day laborers on the baron's estates, subject to dismissal or expul
sion at a moment's notice. Moreover, the concentration of the villages' 
economy—at the insistence of the baron's administration—on the culti
vation of grapes for wine extended the colonists' period of dependence. 
Since vineyards only mature after six years, the settlers were required to 
live off monthly stipends. During that time they were at the mercy of 
the village directors (Pekidut ha-Baron), who often exercised their author
ity in a petty and tyrannical fashion, prompting some colonies to "rebel" 
temporarily. Elie Scheid, around whom the baron's administration re
volved during its first two decades, is probably the best example of what 
was wrong with the baron's administration, as Scheid himself took care 
to describe in his memoirs:

From time to time [at Zikhron Yaakov] there were discussions and argu
ments among [the settlers] during the day, and in the evening, after dinner, 
seated on my bed, I dispensed justice. I am pleased to be able to state that 
no one could ever say I judged badly. It is true that if I was very severe with 
misdemeanors which had been committed, then I was also excessively just. 
For my part the colonists had to be, and in reality were, all my children and 
I treated them like a father who loves his family. It made me sick at heart 
when I was obliged to punish one of them.13

It is hardly surprising that after his visits to Palestine in 1891 and 1893 
Ahad Ha'Am blasted, among others, Baron Edmond and his administra
tion for having created in Palestine an indolent and servile class of col
onists who were dependent on the baron's handouts and the labor of 
Arab workers.14 In fact, the resettlement of Palestine after 1882 produced 
results which were disappointing to many Zionists. The paternalistic 
Rothschild administration made a mockery of the slogan of auto-eman- 
cipation, but at the same time it also realized dreams that seemed unat
tainable only a generation earlier.15 By comparison with the small-scale 
activities of the daily Hovevei Zion routine—fund collections; celebra
tions of Sir Moses Montefiore's. centenary anniversary; agitational ad
dresses in synagogues; savings societies for land purchase; future plans 
for immigration—the colonies in Palestine were at least a tangible and 
concrete achievement in the present and a foundation for the future. The 
founding of the World Zionist Organization would initially have little 
impact on the land of Israel. Symptomatic of the inability and weakness 
of the World Zionist Organization in its early years was the fact that in 
1896 the Jewish Colonization Association began to interest itself in the 
colonies in Palestine, and in 1900, in conformity with the baron's wishes, 
took them under its wing.16

Against this background Theodor Herzl appeared. Given the state of 
the Zionist movement, it is easy to understand the wave of enthusiasm 
that greeted him in the Diaspora. Much has been written about the life
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and achievements of Herd.17 However, it seems that almost all of Herd's 
biographers agree that he was a man of vision and determination who 
lifted Zionism out of cold storage. His impact on the Jewish intelligentsia 
and the masses throughout the Diaspora was enormous.18 At the same 
time. Herd's personal crisis of disillusionment led him to redirect his 
energies from his own career to work carried on as part of a mission. He 
began to dissociate himself from his former journalist and litterateur selves 
as part of the process of fashioning an identity which would devote itself 
to a new idea. He hoped to divorce himself from'the life of the written 
word and embark instead on a new life of action. Herzl's basic tenet was 
that Palestine should be secured for the Jews by means of an interna
tionally guaranteed charter.19 Consequently he opposed any coloniza
tion projects ("infiltration") prior to the acquisition by the Jewish people 
of the legal right to settle in Palestine. Herzl and the Zionists who sup
ported this idea made no long-range cultural or political plans for na
tional Jewish life in the Diaspora and strongly believed that as a people 
the Jews had no future in that direction. Only in Palestine would they 
be able to develop their cultural and national character. He believed that 
the "removal of the Jews to Palestine was imminent," and he therefore 
strongly opposed Zionist participation and involvement in the political, 
economic, and cultural affairs of their host countries and even of their 
Jewish communities.20

Herzl's tasks were manifold: He had to communicate with, persuade, 
and unify Jews from every country, every class, and every religious sect 
or ideological school of thought. He had to convince them to effect a 
radical change in order to redirect Jewish history, namely, to take their 
destiny in their own hands. At the same time, he had to persuade or 
bargain with the international powers to support his efforts to secure land 
for the resettlement of the Jews. In other words, Herzl's two goals—or
ganization of the Jewish national movement and acquisition of a political 
homeland for Jews—required two different sets of skills, the skills of the 
revolutionary leader and those of a genteel diplomat.

Herzl was a charismatic leader.21 The charismatic leader, by definition, 
is set apart from the kind of leader who achieves his position by virtue 
of a slow and steady climb within a bureaucratic organization and who 
derives his authority by virtue of his possession of an institutional po
sition. The charismatic leader does not assume a position that has inher
ent power; rather, he is himself the source of power. Herzl was con
sidered by many of his followers, especially in the early years of his 
leadership, to be the only person capable of leading the Zionist move
ment by virtue of his special personal qualities. He did not earn author
ity, he demanded and inspired it. The group of loyal followers that sur
rounded him, plus the masses that were loyal to him as a result of the 
legends that grew up around him, were devoted to Herzl not because of 
the rules and regulations of the World Zionist Organization but out of a 
sense of dedication. Herzl's powers were only slightly curtailed by the
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creation of the bureaucratic organization which he founded. He was, as 
it were, beyond the reach of its rules.

No less a critic of Herzl than Ahad Ha'Am—the Hebrew essayist and 
spiritual leader of the Hibbat Zion—who had been a consistent and un
compromising opponent, wrote the following in 1904, the year of Herzl's 
death:

. . . Herzl gave us the Congress, the Organization, the Bank, the National 
Fund. Whether these are to be reckoned great achievements we cannot yet 
know. All depends on whether they endure and in what form they continue 
to exist. But one thing Herzl gave us involuntarily which is perhaps greater 
than all that he did of set purpose. He gave us himself, to be the theme of 
our Hymn of Revival, a theme which imagination can take and adorn with 
all the attributes needed to make of him a Hebrew national hero, embody
ing our national aspirations in their true form.22

Ahad Ha'Am's priorities were of a different nature than those of Herzl. 
He advocated the revival and activation of the Jewish national consensus 
by patiently cultivating a free, creative Hebrew culture. This implied se
verely restricting other activities, especially the colonization of Palestine 
as it had developed under the guidance and supervision of the Roth
schild administration. After his retirement from active leadership^ the 
Bnei Moshe in the post-1891 period and the assumption of his new role 
as editor of Hashiloah, Ahad Ha'Am had ceased to be the young critic of 
the establishment, the leader of a rebellious cultural nationalism op
posed to the practical, philanthropic Zionism of the Odessa Committee 
and the orthodoxy of the ultra-traditionalists. Now he was the conserva
tive editor against whom younger men rebelled.23 The essential mood of 
the Zionist elite was one of militancy that demanded action: Some young 
writers criticized Ahad Ha'Am's informative and analytic style, while 
others turned impatiently against his Zionist policies. In a letter to Leo 
Motzkin dated 1896, Joseph Lurie summed up the feelings of many of 
the young Zionists toward Ahad Ha'Am: "I found him to be a man of 
wide-ranging knowledge in philosophy, psychology and general and 
Hebrew literature. His moral stature is beyond question. He has a quick 
intellect, sober, but practical, probably too practical. His 'opportunism' 
expresses itself solely in caution and fear toward everything that is ini
tiated, in lack of daring and initiative. . . ."24

What was most urgent to the young Zionists were the immediate ma
terial sufferings of the Jews. These were times of economic and political 
oppression, and the generation which matured in these turbulent years 
could not be told to work patiently toward a remote future when action 
would be possible. They responded with élan to any immediate chal
lenges, but prior to Herzl they had not been able to coordinate their 
diverse efforts and ideas and crystallize them into a unified force. Herzl 
changed all of that. As reorganized by Theodor Herzl, all the old Zionist 
views, together with the new political Zionist ideology, were brought
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within the framework of a disciplined body committed to action. Thus, 
Herzl's personality, his organizational abilities, and his activist political 
ideology combined to tap the enormous emotional and intellectual res
ervoir of Jews, in both the East and the West, which was waiting to be 
channeled in the cause of the movement. At a time when it seemed that 
the goal of auto-emancipation would not be achieved in the near future, 
Herzl provided new sustenance for that idea.

Herzl did not create a nationalist movement; the popular movement 
which already existed—and particularly the younger, more discontented 
elements within it—sought him out and made him their leader. How
ever, Herzl recognized at once the enormity of the task at hand—to cre
ate not merely a new national consensus, as Ahad Ha'Am wished to do, 
but a new national organization fit for decisive action. He gave the Zi
onist movement a sense of sovereignty by establishing the congress in 
Basel in 1897.25 The major accomplishments of that congress were three
fold: the creation of the congress as a permanent institution of the Zi
onist movement, which would eventually shift from a mere sense of 
sovereignty to actual sovereignty; the creation of the World Zionist Or
ganization as a permanent organizational structure;26 and the creation of 
the Basel program, which stated in its first sentence—parts of which were 
later incorporated into the Balfour Declaration—that "Zionism strives to 
create for die Jewish people a home in Palestine secured by public law."27

The organizational and programmatic innovations by Herzl were a big 
leap forward from the cautious and philanthropic activities of the Hibbat 
Zion. The members of the Russischer juedischer wissenschaftlicher Ver
ein did not need to be convinced of Herzl's basic assumptions and con
clusions; as early as 1895 they themselves had attempted to organize a 
general Zionist congress which was to convene in Berlin in August 1896.28 
Weizmann was in Pinsk while Joseph Lurie, Eliyahu Davidson, Shmarya 
Levin, and Leo Motzkin were formulating the program of the congress 
early in 1896, but he must have been aware of and in sympathy with 
their plans.29 It was hardly surprising, then, that members of the Verein, 
spearheaded by Motzkin and including Weizmann, saw themselves at 
first as Herzlian Zionists. Ahad Ha'Am, who had attended the First Zi
onist Congress and immediately adopted a critical stance toward Herzl's 
plans,30 was for the time being ignored by the students, who repre
sented a large contingent at the congress. When Joshua Heshel Bukhmil 
came to Pinsk, at Herzl's bidding, the summer preceding the First Zi
onist Congress, he already found an enthusiastic and devoted supporter 
of Herzl in Chaim Weizmann.31 Henceforth Chaim was to be part of the 
movement, affected in every turn of his life by the fortunes of Zionism.

In the autumn of 189732 Weizmann followed his favorite instructor from 
the Polytechnik, Karl Anton Augustin Bistrzycki, to the University of 
Fribourg, Switzerland, where the latter had been appointed professor. 
Since it was Bistrzycki who had guided his early research in Berlin, it 
was natural for Weizmann to write his dissertation under the guidance 
of a man whose interests in chemistry were akin to his own. Fribourg, a
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Catholic university founded in 1889, was situated in a medieval town on 
the Saane River. It had very few Jewish students,33 but it was only three 
quarters of an hour away from Bern, which had a large Russian-Jewish 
student colony. It was natural for Weizmann to spend much time in Bern, 
where in late 1897 or early 1898 he met Sophia Getzova, who came from 
a small town near Minsk and was studying medicine. They became en
gaged. Sophia was an active Zionist in the Bern circles and was a good 
friend of Leo Motzkin and his fiancée, Paula Rosenblum.34 Their en
gagement resulted in a temporary improvement of relations between 
Weizmann and Motzkin.

Sophia Getzova and other Russian students studied at Swiss univer
sities, particularly at Bern and Geneva, because of the liberal admission 
policies of these institutions. From the middle of the nineteenth century, 
Russians and Poles flocked to Switzerland for education or simply for 
refuge.35 Herzen, Bakunin, Lavrov, Nechaev, and Kropotkin had all left 
their mark on Switzerland, and such leading revolutionaries as Paul Ax
elrod, Vera Figner, and G. V. Plekhanov still lived there in the first years 
of the twentieth century.36 Both Lenin and Trotsky spent some time in 
Switzerland during the first decade of this century. They all found Switz
erland a hospitable haven, so much so that according to the 1910 census, 
147 of every 1,000 residents of Switzerland were citizens of another 
country.37 Of the Russians in Switzerland, one fourth to one third were 
students at Swiss universities at any given time. In the winter semester 
of 1887-88, Swiss medical schools had enrolled only a total of 95 Russian 
citizens, 65 of them women. By 1900 the number of Russians in medical 
schools had risen to 365, and the actual number of Russian students at 
the seven universities of Switzerland totaled 805. The closing of three of 
the four women's medical schools in Russia in 1900 sent a flood of fe
male students abroad, and a great many of them sought entry into the 
Swiss medical schools.38

In general, the Russians in Switzerland, like those in Germany, kept 
to themselves. Their alien ways aroused antagonism on the part of the 
Swiss.39 Among themselves the Russians were, of course, grouped around 
conflicting ideologies. Due to his membership in the Verein, Weizmann 
was already a veteran of such ideological debates, especially with the 
Jewish socialists and assimilationists and the various Marxist revolution
ary groups.40 Many of them viewed with contempt Jews who felt deep 
allegiance to their own people and tradition. In 1897, the very year when 
Herzl founded the World Zionist Organization, the Bund, or General 
Jewish Workers' Union in Lithuania, Poland, and Russia,41 a Jewish so
cial democratic general labor organization, was founded. In the period 
before World War I, the Bund was a much stronger and larger move
ment than Zionism, attracting many young Jews to its ranks. The ide
ology of the Bund was closely tied to the social conditions of the Jews in 
the Pale of Settlement and was, at the same time, influenced by the Rus
sian socialist movement. At its fourth convention in 1901, under internal 
and external pressures, the Bund went as far as demanding equal polit-
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ical and dvic rights—as well as national rights—for Jews, legitimizing this 
move with the Marxist example of the Austrian Social Democratic Party.42 
On the other hand, the Bund did not consider Jews a worldwide na
tional entity and was concerned solely with Russian Jewry. It rejected 
collaboration with other Jewish parties and defined Zionism as reaction
ary and bourgeois, as having sold out to the tsarist regime.43 This point 
was made explidtly:

The Zionists kowtow and lick the hand of the slaughterer of the whole Jew
ish people, the tsarist autocracy, the atrodous, thieving tsarist autocracy that 
made paupers, beggers, sick, weak, and feeble wretches out of the Jews . . . 
You tell us to hide in a comer so that, God forbid, no one should notice and 
trample on us; keep our heads bowed as low as possible, so we should not 
catch anyone's eye; speak quietly, like a beggar at the door; beg for mercy 
and kindness . . . That's how the Zionists talk, the same Zionists who al
ways yell about national and personal self-respect, national pride and self- 
consdousness and other such jabber, and keep attacking "slavery within 
freedom!" . . .  If the West European Jewish bourgeoisie is sunk in "slavery 
within freedom," then you, the Zionist Russian bourgeoisie, are sunk in a 
still bigger pile of muck—in "slavery within slavery."44

The battle lines between Zionists and their sodalist-Marxist opponents 
of all shades were drawn, of course, not only in Russia but wherever 
substantial numbers of Russian Jews congregated. Ideological debates were 
inevitable. Weizmann became acquainted with these debates through his 
frequent visits to Sophia. For the time being, however, he did not get 
involved in political or agitational activity of any kind. His first priority 
was to complete his dissertation. There was one exception. From August 
28 to 31,1898, the Second Zionist Congress was held in Basel, some fifty 
miles away from Fribourg. Having missed the first congress, Weizmann 
was determined to partidpate in this one as a delegate from Pinsk.45 So
phia Getzova also partidpated in this congress as a delegate in her own 
right. Weizmann first attended a preliminary conference in Warsaw, a 
caucus of the Russian delegates, in which they discussed issues that would 
come up at the congress.46 He then traveled westward with the large 
Russian Landsmannschaft.*7 

The congress, which took place at the Stadtkasino, was again an im
pressive affair, at least from an aesthetic point of view. There were more 
than four hundred delegates in attendance. Herzl lent the congress his 
customary dignity and air of authority, sounding, in his opening ad
dress, the slogan "conquest of the communities" in the Diaspora and 
the challenge to the assimilationists' self-appointed role as spokesmen of 
the Jewish people. Nordau repeated, with some revisions, his survey of 
the Jewish condition in the Diaspora. But there were also some heated 
debates, and Herzl had to intervene time and again to reconcile the many 
diverse opinions. Leo Motzkin had become a prominent figure among 
the delegates. Impressed by Motzkin at the First Zionist Congress, Herzl 
had asked him to undertake an investigative trip to Palestine. Now, after 
nine weeks of travel and observation, Motzkin presented to the Second
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Zionist Congress a frank, critical evaluation of thé achievements of col
onization in Palestine. Using statistical data, he demonstrated the colo
nists' economic progress but also described the moral failure of the col
onists' dependence on the corrupt administration of Baron Edmond de 
Rothschild. Motzkin concluded that, given the present conditions, im
migration ("infQtration") to Palestine must cease until the appropriate legal 
requirements (viz. a charter) had been obtained. Those Jews already in 
Palestine should be aided through agricultural and industrial projects 
administered by the Jewish Colonial Trust.48

Herzl was certainly pleased to hear his own views echoed, but now 
the difficult task of founding the Jewish Colonial Trust (Juedische Co- 
lonialbank) lay ahead of him. This was the other major issue at the Sec
ond Zionist Congress. Wolffsohn, the head of the bank commission, re
ported that four million francs had already been subscribed in small 
sums.49 The bank as such met with no opposition, but there was some 
argument as to the formulation of its field of activity. The twenty-four- 
year-old chemist who had sat quietly until the third day of the congress, 
and had followed the proceedings with "profound respect,"50 now en
tered the debate.

The beginning of his speech was in Russian and was not recorded, but 
when he continued in German he raised an organizational issue, namely, 
that of democratic control of the movement's funds. He feared that the 
money raised for the bank could, at some point, be used for purposes 
not directly connected with Zionist aims or could even be used for pur
poses opposed to those aims. Referring to the issue raised by Menahem 
Ussishkin—who objected to the draft proposal whereby the "Orient" alone 
was named as the bank's field of activity and demanded the substitution 
of the words "Syria and Palestine"—Weizmann suggested the compro
mise formula "that the bank develop its activity only in those countries 
that have direct trade relationships with Syria and Palestine and only in 
proportion to those relationships." He ended his speech with his major 
demand:

The most important point, however, which we absolutely must know before 
we leave for home, is what the relationship is going to be between the Ac
tions Committee and the Zionist organization and the administration of the 
bank. It is not enough to say that the Zionist congress will exercise its influ
ence over the bank. It should also be stated how this will be done, or at least 
some indication should be given of what ways and means the bank confer
ence has proposed to this end . . .  As long as we are not given this guar
antee, or at least some indication in this direction, we cannot tell our elec
tors, "There you have an institution we founded for you and not just for 
capitalists" (lively applause).51

This was the extent of Weizmann's participation in the debate, but he 
was also elected to the twenty-man Congress Steering Committee, a po
sition he would occupy time and again in future congresses. Throughout 
the proceedings Weizmann felt at home, welcome, and needed. He was
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profoundly impressed by the experience of sitting among Jewish repre
sentatives who came from the Caucasus dressed in their traditional at
tire, the London and Paris gentlemen, the hasidim from Poland and the 
mitnagdim from Lithuania. He was also thrilled by the impact the Jewish 
"parliament" had made on the gentile public.52 He left the congress, in
spired to continue the work, with Herzl's final speech at Basel ringing 
in his ears: "Zionism is not just a sad necessity, as is commonly claimed; 
it is also a glorious ideal."53

Weizmann traveled with the Russian delegates as far as Warsaw. There 
he booked third-class passage to Pinsk, where he was to spend the high 
holidays. Sophia (Sonechka) arrived in Pinsk a little later, where she met 
and was approved of by the Weizmann clan. The match was apparently 
also approved of by Leo Motzkin and Paula, his fiancée, and the un
pleasant exchanges between Chaim and Leo in the summer of 1897 were 
now forgotten. It was a time for some rest but also for Zionist propa
ganda, as usual a difficult task in Russia without a legally functioning 
Russian Zionist federation. Instead of such an organization, the Russian 
members of the Grosses Aktions-Comité (Greater Actions Committee) 
(GAC) tried to function as the Landes-Comité (National Committee) and 
established, in 1898, a "Financial Office" at Kiev and a so-called "Cor
respondence Office" at Kishinev under the direction of Jacob Bemstein- 
Kohan, whose function was to receive reports from regional leaders and 
to disseminate information and directives.54 Since it was under constant 
surveillance by the Russian police, the system's effectiveness was lim
ited. It was up to enterprising individuals like Weizmann to take the ini
tiative. "During Hol Hamoed Sukkot I shall tour the neighborhood and 
shall inform [you] afterwards what effect the Congress has had on these 
Gottverlassene [Godforsaken] towns."55

There are no further letters or other information on Weizmann's Fri
bourg period. In January 1899 he submitted two short dissertations— 
dedicated to his parents—on the action of electrolysis for the reduction 
of nitroanthraquinones in order to produce the amino-anthraquinones 
from which dyestuffs are made.56 For this work he earned his doctorate 
magna cum laude. He spent a few months with Sophia in Bern, in March 
he moved to Clarens-Baugy (on Lake Geneva), and in April he moved 
to Geneva, following an invitation by Professor Carl Graebe to join the 
organic chemistry department at the University of Geneva. He became 
assistant to Professor Graebe and a Privat-Dozent (lecturer paid by stu
dent fees).57 It was by all accounts a remarkable achievement due to 
Weizmann's single-mindedness and persistence, which were already ev
ident in Pinsk. Only seven years earlier, with a poor background in 
chemistry and an even poorer knowledge of German, he had made his 
first acquaintance with the universities of the West. Now he had climbed 
the first rung of a coveted academic career at a first-rate university. To 
complete his education he was now quickly gaining a mastery of French 
in addition to his native Yiddish and Hebrew and his acquired Russian 
and German.
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Weizmann often spoke of the tug-of-war in his life between Zionism 
and chemistry. In Pinsk and Berlin the division between these two in
terests had been dear-cut. His major energies were centered on his sci- 
entific studies and Zionist work was relegated to his free evenings and 
weekends. In Geneva we have the first evidence of tension and conflict; 
as Weizmann increasingly assumed the role of an opposition leader, it 
was no longer possible to neatly compartmentalize his obligations to sd- 
ence and Zionism. Until his move to Manchester in 1904, it seems clear 
that Zionism often had the upper hand. His active involvement in Zi
onist affairs, espedally student activities, in Switzerland had already be
gun in the spring of 1898. While visiting Sophia in Bern he decided to 
challenge the Marxist and Bundist drcles and founded a Zionist student 
sodety there with Chaim Khissin, Abraham Lichtenstein,58 Saul Stup- 
nitzky, Sophia and Rebbeca Getzova, Solomon Rapaport (also known 
under the name of Ansky), and Nachman Syrkin.59 They held their first 
meeting in the back room of the Russian Colony's library while standing 
on their feet because their ideological opponents had gotten wind of the 
meeting and had removed the furniture. Thus, they founded the first 
Zionist sodety in Switzerland, called the Bern Academic Zionist Sod
ety.60 The mere proclamation of this first sodety created a scandal among 
the students, and debates raged between the "Zionist reactionaries" and 
the revolutionary forces. It was a courageous step given the overwhelm
ingly hostile majority, which induded such figures as Professor Naum 
Reichesberg and occasional visitors to the Russian colony such as V. I. 
Lenin, Anatole Lunarcharsky, Vera Figner, Georgi Plekhanov, and Paul 
Axelrod. A debate between Weizmann and Plekhanov took place in No
vember 1901, probably in Geneva. Plekhanov invited those Jews assem
bled to break out of the ghetto, to abandon Zion, and to join the forces 
of progress as outlined by Marx and La salle. Weizmann replied that Marx 
was a traitor to his people and could not possibly be put up as a shining 
example to be emulated.61 Thus, in Bern Weizmann was engaged in some 
of his earliest public debates.62

Later Weizmann would often have occasion to lock horns with the 
revolutionary cirdes and the Bundists, both in Switzerland and on his 
visits to Russia. On one of his trips home in 1903, he engaged in a fa
mous debate with Kolya Tepper, who arrived in Pinsk in the spring of
1903. Tepper had previously been a Zionist and one of Ahad Ha'Am's 
followers. After joining the Bund he became one of their most gifted 
propagandists. An illegal public debate was held in a forest near Pinsk 
on Friday and Saturday nights one weekend in April 1903 between Tep
per, Weizmann, and A. Rubenchik, who was a spokesman for Poalei Zion 
(Zionist Workers),63 which adhered to Zionist ideology while basing it
self on the condition of the Jewish proletariat. Unlike Nachman Syrian's 
brand of sodalist Zionism, this became a more popular and larger move
ment, which Weizmann always treated with respect and a measure of 
envy. In 1903, however, the Poalei Zion societies in Russia were still in
dependent of one another and not yet a major force. Thus, Weizmann's
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attack was mainly directed at Tepper. During this same trip to Russia, 
in the Passover period of 1903, Weizmann spoke illegally in Minsk in a 
carpentry shop. The Bundists in town informed the authorities, who 
surrounded the building. Weizmann was hidden under some planks in 
*he attic and was thus saved.64

During his years in Geneva Weizmann often debated with the Bund
ists in the hope that he might convince them that they had no future 
with the Russian social democrats.65 The most extensive of these debates 
took place in Bern from February 22 to 25, 1903f The Zionists in Bern 
constituted a separate colony among the Russians.66 Yet there were con
tacts between them and members of the Bund. Vladimir Medem relates 
in his memoirs that he knew Shmuel Rosenfeld, one of the Zionist lead
ers; that Sophia Getzova was a personal friend, and that he had amica
ble relations with Weizmann and other Zionists as well.67

One can, of course, not generalize from the case of Vladimir Medem 
and apply one's assumptions to all other Bundists. For most of the stu
dents the ideological debates were conducted in dead earnest, each side 
marshaling its best and most powerful advocates. The debate of 1903, 
which took place in a Bierhalle, rocked the entire Bern colony and was 
attended each evening by some four hundred persons.68 Weizmann de
scribed it in his memoirs as a revolution. The Zionists of Bern invited 
Weizmann, the foremost leader of the Democratic Faction, Berthold Fei- 
wel, and Zvi Aberson to be their representatives.69 "The meeting," wrote 
Weizmann, "expanded into a sort of a congress . . .  It was before the 
dawn of the third day, at four o'clock, that the resolution was put to a 
vote, and we scored a tremendous triumph. A hundred and eighty stu
dents enrolled in the Zionist Society—a striking revelation of the true 
inclinations and convictions of a large part of the Jewish student body."70

Vladimir Medem, who was present at this debate as one of the rep
resentatives of the Bund, presents a different account which throws an 
interesting light on Weizmann's role:

Shortly after the anniversary [the fifth anniversary of the establishment of 
the Bund, founded October 7-9 in Vilna], we had a big debate in Berne with 
the Zionists. It was an event that shook the whole colony. There had been 
smaller debates on previous occasions, but this time the Zionists wished to 
mount a general assault. An announcement was made concerning a lecture 
to be delivered by Chaim Weizmann. And two other Zionist speakers ar
rived together with him: Dr. Berthold Feiwel, a German Jew, a poet and a 
writer . . . and an individual named Tsvi Aberson, who regarded himself 
as the theoretician of the "Democratic faction."71

As for us, we* were compelled to settle for our modest local talent . . . 
Thus we mobilized our rather limited resources and entered the fray. It lasted 
three whole evenings.72

It opened with a lecture by Weizmann . . .  On that occasion, at least, he 
did not excel with any particular oratorical gift. He spoke in a slow, even 
fashion somewhat drily; indeed he was a bit dull. Weizmann was appar
ently seeking to essay the role of "diplomat." He weighed and measured his 
words, and he kept himself under studied control. As to the lecture itself, it
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was a tremendous disappointment.73 The colony had been accustomed to 
lectures that were impressive and penetrating—lectures of solid content. But 
Weizmann spoke for about half an hour, and, just when everyone thought 
that he had concluded his introduction and was now warming to the es
sence of his presentation, he stopped to acknowledge that he had said all 
that he wanted to say. It seemed almost like a mockery, and the audience 
was terribly indignant. We asserted that the lecture was no lecture at all; 
that there was nothing to which to respond; and that there would be no 
discussion. But the next Zionist speaker, Aberson, stepped forward and 
"saved the situation/' He proceeded to sermonize. His speech, full of the 
most incredible and fantastic things, did have some content nevertheless, 
and offered substance for discussion.

The debate was joined. We went at each other for three evenings in a row.
It was extremely turbulent. Weizmann's partisans, in the main young galits- 
ianer—future rabbis—behaved in the most disorderly manner. Unable to 
prevail amid the raging crowd, one chairman after another was compelled 
to relinquish his conduct of the meeting. I believe that the last chairman, the 
one who held on to his position to the end, was Ansky.74 The discussion's 
high point was reached on the third evening, when three general spokes
men were selected for each side. Of all the Zionist speakers, the German, 
Feiwel, had the greatest impact. He was a poet and found recourse to poetic 
allusions. Pale, with shining dark eyes, he concluded his address and col
lapsed in a faint. It left some of the girls deeply shaken. As usual, however, 
both sides won; each side carried the day with its own people. The majority 
of the colony, of course, was on our side.

I vividly recall the words with which Weizmann concluded his final 
speech.75 For the present, he said, we are engaged in a struggle with each 
other here, in Switzerland, far from our actual arena, from the Jewish masses. 
But the time will come and we will meet there, in distant Russia; and then 
we shall truly engage each other in a struggle, in head-on confrontation. And 
history will render its verdict upon us.76
When Weizmann arrived in Geneva in the spring of 1899, his social 

and intellectual contacts—as had been the case in Berlin—continued to 
be almost exclusively with the East European Jewish circles. The major 
difference was that he was no longer the young, inexperienced student 
looking with awe at the older members; he was a veteran party member 
and soon became a leader of a small segment of the movement. More
over, he was a respected lecturer (Privat-Dozent) and a delegate to Zi
onist congresses. It is indicative of the need for leadership among the 
Zionist circles in Geneva that almost immediately upon his arrival in the 
dty Weizmann \yas elected president of the Geneva Zionist Society on 
April 23, 1899.77 It is not an exaggeration to say that during his Geneva 
years Weizmann crystallized his political views and consequently the views 
of his Zionist circle. He would, in the course of time, coin the phrases 
and arguments against the socialists, political Zionists, and the religious 
circles. For the most part, he interpreted ideas and tendencies that were 
already prevalent in the Swiss circles of Geneva, Zurich, Bern, Lau
sanne, Basel, and in the movement at large. One must, however, credit 
him with the ability to arrive first at conclusions and decisions that were
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compatible with the attitudes of his comrades. His abilities as a leader 
enabled him to explain ideological quandaries to the rank and file.78 He 
became, as it were, head of the Zionist organization in Geneva, aided by 
such peers as Zvi Aberson and a number of young women.

Weizmann's appointment at Geneva also afforded him the opportu
nity to continue his collaboration with Christian Deichler, whose home
town was Nieder-Ingelheim-am-Rhein. Their collaboration in a number 
of projects in the field of dyestuffs chemistry resulted in three joint pub
lications and four joint patents all taken out in the latter half of 1900.79 
At that time most organic chemists were engaged in the synthesis of cyclic 
molecules for organic dyestuffs. Weizmann and Deichler started with the 
customary procedures but very soon developed a new synthesis of their 
own, which proved of great value for the preparation of such polycyclic 
substances as carcinogens and other important pharmaceuticals.80 For one 
of their discoveries Deichler and Weizmann received a contract in Janu
ary 1901 from the Bayer Works, Elberfeld, later incorporated in I. G. Far
benindustrie.81 This success provided Weizmann at once with a regular 
income of approximately three hundred marks a month—a considerable 
sum at that time. Moreover, it meant that he would be financially inde
pendent for the next four years, when the income ceased.82 A little later 
Weizmann was able to sell to a Paris firm a discovery he had made while 
still a student in the Berlin Polytechnic.83

Paradoxically, Weizmann's very success in chemistry militated against 
intensive efforts in doing further research. His financial independence 
afforded him the leisure for Zionist activity. Science obviously meant a 
great deal to him, but he was attracted and intrigued by the chance af
forded him, among the Swiss Zionists, to play an important leadership 
role. Throughout these Geneva years he was conscious of the fact that 
his scientific work was suffering and that this, among other things, was 
also jeopardizing his financial security in the long run: "I must regulate 
my activities in such a way that one thing (Zionism) does not interfere 
with the other (chemistry); I shall then be healthier and more creative. I 
shall work and there will be no more financial difficulties . . Z'84 By 1902 
he was unable to bear the intellectual and physical demands imposed by 
these two disparate worlds and even contemplated giving up chemistry, 
at least for the moment.85 It was his fiancée who deterred him from this 
rash step.86 The balance between chemistry and Zionism would be duly 
restored only after his move to Manchester. For the time being he was 
busy arguing and debating at the Zionist Stammtisch (regular table) at the 
Café Landolt, the Geneva counterpart to Berlin's Café Zentrum, where 
expatriate students of many nationalities were advocating their various 
causes. Weizmann was attracted to this bohemian lifestyle and the in
teresting personalities which moved in its circle.

He had hardly settled in Geneva, in an apartment near his labora
tory,87 when it was time to commence preparations for the Third Zionist 
Congress. During the period between the second and third Zionist con
gresses, the conflicts that existed beneath the surface—between the "po-
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litical" and "practical" Zionists; between those advocating and those op
posing cultural work; between those advocating opposing forms of control 
and uses of the Jewish Colonial Trust; as well as the tensions between 
the Russian members of the Greater Actions Committee and the mem
bers of the Smaller Actions Committee, the effective executive which di
rected day-to-day affairs—were now becoming more pronounced. Weiz- 
mann was expressing the general anxiety felt in the movement when he 
wrote the following to Paula Rosenblum: "We are all living under a ter
rible nervous strain. What will our Third Assembly bring us? As you 
know, much in Zionism depends on i t . . . There are so many enemies 
on all sides, so many attacks, and all this has to be fought off in a 
straightforward, open struggle. Will our delegates have enough energy 
and courage to rise to the height of the task they have been called to 
fulfill? . . .  I am going to Basle now with Schweren Herzens [with a heavy 
heart]."88

The year between the second and third Zionist congresses began on a 
promising note but ended with many disappointments. Shortly after the 
Second Zionist Congress, with the help of the Grand Duke of Baden, 
Herzl succeeded in gaining the sympathy of Kaiser Wilhelm II for the 
Zionist idea. At the end of September 1898 the German ambassador to 
Vienna, Count Philip zu Eulenburg, informed Herzl that on the occasion 
of his forthcoming journey to Palestine tue kaiser would grant Herzl an 
audience in Jerusalem. Armed with this encouraging news, Herzl made 
an unwise speech in the East End of London on October 3, 1898, which 
moved the masses to an almost messianic fervor.89 On October 18, 1898, 
on his way to Palestine, Herzl met the kaiser in Constantinople and re
ceived his promise to recommend the Zionist movement to the Sublime 
Porte. In Palestine he met the kaiser twice: at the entrance to Mikveh 
Israel and in Jerusalem on November 2. Here it became clear that, due 
to the influence of his foreign minister, Bernhard von Buelow,90 the kai
ser had, in the interim, lost interest in the Zionist movement. In the 
meantime, Herzl's efforts with the sultan remained fruitless, and the bank, 
which had been incorporated in London in March 1899, was unable to 
raise the hoped for capital of two million pounds.91

Leaving Nieder-Ingelheim in the first days of August 1899, Weizmann 
made stops in Darmstadt and Heidelberg and arrived in Basel on August 
6 or 7, where he again attended the preliminary conference of the Rus
sian Zionists. The Third Zionist Congress, which began on August 15, 
was relatively peaceful, but it did voice more criticisms than ever before 
against Herzl personally and against the Inner Actions Committee (SAC).92 
Motzkin, who at the Second Zionist Congress had pleased Herzl with 
his report and conclusions on Palestine, now strongly criticized the leader 
for his London speech of October 1898. Another criticism against Herzl 
related to the statutes of the bank. Motzkin claimed that despite the res
olutions of the Second Zionist Congress, the bank had not formally re
stricted its activities "to the Orient, and particularly to Palestine and Syria." 
Herzl, .however, was able to prove that the restriction had, in fact, been
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reinforced in the statutes.93 There were also criticisms against the man
ner in which the founders' shares had been distributed. The opposition, 
again led by Motzkin, insisted that the method by which founders' shares 
were controlled was undemocratic. Motzkin did not hesitate to imply that 
SAC, composed of Herzl's Viennese inner circle, was behaving in a dic
tatorial manner toward the members of the Greater Actions Committee 
(GAC), which was composed mainly of Russian Zionists.94 Motzkin's 
speech was in part a sharper and more elaborate critique of points made 
earlier in the same congress session by Weizmänti, who had concen
trated on the relationship between SAC and GAC.95

Weizmann also touched on a matter that would soon come to occupy 
much of his time and require a great expenditure of his energies, namely, 
the place of culture in the Zionist movement. His reference to the issue 
seems, in retrospect, curiously flat: "With regard to the cultural ques
tion, which is treated like a stepchild, . . . not only does the [Inner] Ac
tions Committee not make any move to stimulate cultural initiatives, but 
when a stimulus comes from the other side [Russian Zionists], the [In
ner] Actions Committee does not even think it necessary to enlighten 
the foreign members on the subject."96

Herzl, of course, did not remain silent. In a detailed and frequently 
mocking retort to his critics, he singled out Weizmann and Yehiel 
Tschlenow, but he reserved his greatest sarcasm for Motzkin.97 In ac
cordance with a resolution of the Second Zionist Congress, the General 
Hebrew-Speaking Society was founded. At the Third Zionist Congress, 
as in the second, Herzl tried as much as possible to avoid the contro
versy surrounding the question of culture in order to forestall a conflict 
with the rabbis, who viewed the issue as a threat to Jewish religious val
ues. This time the Russian Zionists held their ground and mounted a 
more concerted attack.98 The congress did not adopt any resolutions on 
cultural activities, only a general resolution on the need for the dissem
ination of the Hebrew language and an agreement to support annually 
the printing of textbooks for schools in Palestine. A fifteen-man cultural 
commission, to remain in power until the Fourth Zionist Congress, in
cluded Rabbi Moses Gaster, Ahad Ha'Am (who had not attended the 
congress), Nahum Sokolow, Rabbi Reines, David Yellin, and Rabbi Isaac 
Ruelf.99

The Russian Zionists, Weizmann among them, were not opposed in 
principle to Herzl's political moves. They well realized that under the 
impossible conditions they had to endure in tsarist Russia, little mean
ingful international action could be undertaken. Their growing insis
tence on cultural activities stemmed from a conviction that they were at 
least as important as Herzl's diplomatic activities and his insistence, clearly 
expressed at the Third Zionist Congress, that the Zionists ought to seek 
a "charter" for their settlement in Palestine. To prove that their opposi
tion was not personal, they organized a festive luncheon for Herzl im
mediately after the congress. Five hours after the close of the Third Zi
onist Congress, Weizmann and two of his friends addressed a postcard
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to Herzl with the latter's picture on it. The message, in Weizmann's 
handwriting, read: "This is the picture which is ever in our mind's eye 
and which we always carry and shall carry in our hearts. Hoch!"100

Though not without criticism of Herzl, Weizmann was generally sat
isfied with the outcome of the Third Zionist Congress. Immediately after 
its termination he left for Pinsk, where Sophia had been staying with the 
Weizmann family, who had taken a great liking to her.101 As usual, 
Weizmann used his time in Pinsk to make propaganda speeches in 
Homel102 and Mozyr, in Southern Polesie, where he probably arrived on 
September 12, 1899, on the eve of Yom Kippur. Weizmann arrived first 
in the village of Kalinkovichi, which served as a railroad station for Mo
zyr. There he was received by a maskil—Joseph-Bein Doroshko—who was 
known for his saintliness.103 Weizmann has described in his memoirs what 
followed: "In the predawn twilight some twenty Jews were assembled 
in the tiny wooden synagogue. The maskil [not a rabbi, as Weizmann 
writes] had been carried to the meeting in his bed. [He was paralyzed.] 
He had heard of me, and before I addressed the meeting he blessed me 
and my work . . . Later I got into conversation with an old Jew . . .  I 
said: 'Reb Nissan, did you understand what I was talking about?' He 
looked at me out of his old eyes under their bushy brows, and answered 
humbly: 'No, I didn't. I am an old man, and my hearing isn't ver/good. 
But this much I know: if what you spoke about wouldn't be, you wouldn't 
have come here.' " 104 From Kalinkovichi Weizmann went to Mozyr, the 
first fair-sized town to which he was invited by its first and most active 
Zionist. The rabbi in town, Raphael Kugel, was also sympathetic to 
Zionism. Weizmann was put up in a Jewish inn and remained in town 
four days; he spoke at the main synagogue.105 After Yom Kippur he con
tinued his tour to Slonim.

Summarizing his activities that summer in an optimistic mood, he wrote 
to Motzkin:

Satisfaction with the outcome of the [Third] Congress will now be reflected 
in [increasing] activity. The distrustful, nervous attitude to political Zionism 
may be expected to disappear and a true understanding of its aims and tasks 
to take root. . . It's a pity, however, that we have not enough active work
ers to keep that flame alight. The need for an organization dealing exclu
sively with accurate, serious propaganda is all the more pressing now. This 
propaganda must not play on the passions and emotions of the masses; un
fortunately many propagandists often consider it incumbent upon them to 
copy Herzl's London speech. The opposition at the Congress evokes great 
sympathy among the people; they appreciate it and are beginning to see it 
in its true light.106
In fact, there was no organized opposition to Herzl at the Third Zionist 

Congress. In the first years of the World Zionist Organization the stu
dent Zionist circles—even when they supported the Russian leaders of 
the Hibbat Zion against Herzl on specific issues—were anxious to bridge 
the gap between Herzl and his critics. Herzl was viewed by them as the 
undisputed leader. Nevertheless Weizmann realized that the conflicts that
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were swept under the rug in 1899 would flare up sooner or later. He left 
Pinsk for Geneva on October 14, stopping over for a day in Berlin. Until 
the spring of 1900 he worked hard at his chemistry, reading a great deal 
and delivering papers on his findings. Most of his time, however, was 
devoted to student circles in Geneva and other Swiss cities. It was clear 
to Weizmann that the students had to be won over to Zionism if the 
movement was to have any future at all. But the propaganda work was 
strenuous and not always fruitful. ''Such an expenditure of strength and 
energy would have made it possible to move mountains among our 
masses in Russia, but here among the Swiss students, quasi-socialist, 
poorly assimilated as regards Judaism, degenerate, rotten, lacking in 
moralischer Halt [moral conviction], the atmosphere spread by Plek- 
hanov, the General of the Russian revolution and tutti quanti has a per
nicious effect upon them."107 In Weizmann's view the socialism pro
fessed by the students was a result of their own insignificance and 
weakness; they needed the crowd to hide behind it. They were driven 
to socialism out of negative motives. They were rootless and without di
rection. "This is why they cannot be Zionists. They are lackeys, and 
lackeys in socialism cannot understand the boldness and the great cul
tural and ethical significance of the idea of the liberation of Jewry."108 
Weizmann did make a later distinction between those Jews who were 
social democrats and those who were members of the Bund: "The Bund 
[members] have no programme. They drift with the Russian Fahrwasser 
[current]. This is not what they want, at least some of them. In our at
titude toward them we must be more sensitive and look deeper . . . They 
can become a productive, creative element in the Jewish sense, but they 
need some fresh blood . . ."109 Yet it was not all for naught. Though 
the work was exceedingly difficult, the Zionists had managed to become 
a force among the students and were treated with respect. Weizmann 
was exhausted and longed for a vacation in Pinsk. On June 26, 1900, he 
left for home, but not before touring Bern and Lausanne. On July 22 he 
was once again elected delegate from Pinsk to the Fourth Zionist Con
gress, which was held in London from August 13 to 16, 1900.

"What, in general, may be expected of the Fourth Congress?" wrote 
Weizmann to Motzkin in June 1900. "Oh, I am afraid of it."110 Herzl's 
main purpose in holding the Fourth Zionist Congress in London (at 
Queens Hall, near Oxford Circus) was to bring the Zionist movement 
greater publicity in the heart of the world's political arena.111 In fact, the 
temporary setback of Herzl's diplomatic maneuvers required a shifting 
of gears. The sultan could not be reached for an interview; an attempt 
to reach this goal via Tsar Nicholas II also failed. Though organization
ally there were successes elsewhere in Russia and new adherents to 
Zionism were added, there were new persecutions against the Jews in 
Rumania, which resulted in a wave of frenzied emigration. The fate of 
the Jewish colonies under the new administration of the Jewish Coloni
zation Association was far from rosy, the immediate consequence being 
a few hundred unemployed workers. On the whole, despite the attend-
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ance of over four hundred delegates, the congress lacked enthusiasm and 
seemed to many to be forced and artificial, complete with a garden party 
in Regent's Park. In his opening speech to the delegates, Herzl clearly 
addressed the power brokers of the empire: "England the great, En
gland the free, England, with her eyes fixed on the seven seas, will un
derstand us. From this place the äonist movement will take a higher 
and higher flight, of this we may be sure."112 But though Herzl was able 
to meet some important politicians, and though the newspapers did take 
note of the Jewish assembly, England was not too interested for the time 
being. There were more significant events taking place just then in South 
Africa and China, and Zionism would have to wait its turn for attention 
in a calmer international and domestic climate.

The one practical achievement of the congress was the reaffirmation 
of a proposal to establish the Jewish National Fund, which had origi
nally been suggested by Professor Zvi Hermann Schapira at the First Zi
onist Congress in 1897. The object of this fund was the acquisition, by 
means of voluntary contributions, of land in Palestine as an inalienable 
property of the Jewish people.113

VVeizmann arrived in London on August 8 to take part in the Russian 
preparatory conference (Vorkonferenz), where he was elected, on August 
12, to the Steering Committee chaired by Motzkin. The cultural qtfestion 
arose over the circulars Bemstein-Kohan was sending as director of the 
Correspondence Center in Kishinev, which expressed his antireligious 
sentiments.114 The question of cultural work cropped up time and again 
throughout the congress. The rabbis, headed by Reines, claimed that re
ligious Jews were abstaining from the movement because of this issue. 
Chi the other hand, Sokolow advocated cultural work as the duty of every 
Zionist. The Haham Rabbi Moses Gaster, religious leader of the Spanish 
and Portuguese congregation of London, also spoke in favor of cultural 
work in his customary flowery language.115 VVeizmann, no longer able 
to control his hostility against the orthodox rabbis' adamant refusal to 
even put the question to a vote, gave the last major address:

. . .  It has been suggested that the cultural—the so-called cultural—or ed
ucational question should be dropped from the Zionist congresses. I believe 
when we assemble again in a Zionist congress in five or six years' time we 
will feel ashamed to have heard such things at a Jewish congress, which is 
after all supposed to represent the synthesis of all combined Jewish forces. 
Why should the Congress drop the cultural question? Yesterday we heard 
from a whole series of rabbis, who claim to be the teachers of the people, 
that the Jewish masses are frightened of culture. I assert from this tribune 
that this claim rests on self-deception . . . The masses are afraid of culture! 
Has anyone considered what this would mean? Who has in fact demon
strated this fear of culture? Was it not these rabbinical gentlemen, those who 
for years confused the souls of the Jewish people? Before we had spoken of 
culture at all [at the Second Zionist Congress], they had already opened their 
crusade against Zionism. Where were the rabbis to warn us then? Why do 
they come now full of mistrust against the representatives of the Jewish spirit?
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We have already told them four times [at Zionist congresses] and this time 
our esteemed leader [Herzl] has said it dearly: We do not interfere in reli
gious matters. But this is not enough for them . . .

. . . The [Jewish] communities are falling to pieces. Now the Zionists are 
doing something and the rabbis say . . . they are the leaders of the people. 
Therefore I say: No compromises! . . .  If the rabbis come as representatives 
of the people, we welcome them. But if they come as representatives of the 
synagogue, then this is anti-Jewish, for there is no synagogue in Judaism!

The cultural question must and will be the vital nerve and sinew . . . No 
matter how much you try to frighten us off, you will not be able to exclude 
such matters from our congress . . .  I therefore request . . .  the initiation 
of regular cultural activity. If we do this in the name of the Congress, it will 
have enormous value . . ,116
Herzl was impressed neither by Weizmann's passionate speech nor by 

the arguments of other proponents. He successfully sidetracked the is
sue to avoid a conflict with the rabbis. By a small majority vote the dis
cussion was suspended.117 Weizmann left the congress "exhausted and 
weary, broken morally and physically."118 It had left a deep negative 
impression which he recorded many decades later in his memoirs.119 Even 
Herzl, in evaluating the congress, could only point to the fact, on the 
positive side, that it had been a "fine demonstration." For the rest, "it 
was a lot of noise, sweat, and drum beating."120
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The Democratic Faction

A few weeks after his return to Geneva from the congress held on Oc
tober 31, 1900, Weizmann met a beautiful nineteen-year-old medical stu
dent at the Jewish Club.1 On that occasion they merely exchanged greet
ings. They were soon to meet again, when Weizmann volunteered to 
coach a group of Russian students, among them Vera Khatzman, in French 
and chemistry. Vera, one of seven children, was bom to Issay and Theo
dosia Khatzman2 on November 27, 1881, in Rostov-on-Don, in theYieart 
of Cossack territory. Her father had been conscripted into the tsarist army 
of Nicholas I, where he served for twenty-five years and saw action in 
the Crimean War. His military service earned him the right to reside 
outside the Pale of Settlement in Rostov-on-Don, where he became a well- 
to-do wholesale clothes dealer. Vera's mother came from Voronezh, in 
central Russia, and knew little about her family's past. At the age of fif
teen she married a man twenty-five years her senior.3

Given their background, it is surprising that the Khatzmans managed 
to preserve some sort of Jewish identity. Local conditions did not exactly 
encourage communal Jewish life. In 1874 Jews began to come to Rostov 
in large numbers, turning to trade, especially coal. They were seen as a 
dangerous element and officials challenged their right to be there. When 
the Ministry of the Interior declared, in January 1875, that the Jews had 
such a right, the local administration claimed that the Jews were com
peting unfairly with the Cossacks' efforts to develop commercially and 
industrially. Special laws were therefore adopted in 1880 stating that Jews 
could stay in Rostov only temporarily. Jews were forbidden to maintain 
permanent residence in the Don military district or to be economically 
active, with the exception of doctors of medicine, graduates of univer
sities, and those who were sent on government service. Jews could not 
hold leases in the area.4

Despite these discriminatory laws, the census for 1897 shows that in 
the metropolitan area of Rostov-on-Don Jews comprised 13,002 out of a 
general population of 370,000. In the city of Rostov itself, which had a 
total population of 119,000, there were 11,838 Jews. By 1910 there were 
three Jewish schools for children (Talmudei Torah), a Jewish women's
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Vera Khatzman, Rostov, May 1900

general school, and another school attached to one of the synagogues. 
For the most part Jews were allowed to carry on their affairs. The first 
pogrom in Rostov is recorded relatively late, following the October Man
ifesto of 1905.5 Vera's father headed one of the two local synagogues in 
Rostov and the family celebrated Jewish holidays, but the five girls re
ceived no religious instruction and were completely ignorant of Hebrew, 
not to speak of Yiddish. Vera's knowledge of Palestine and Zionism was 
limited to the recognition of Ussishkin's name and a lithographic portrait 
of Moses Montefiore.6

Vera's background, childhood memories, and puritanical upbringing7 
were as remote from Weizmann's development in the Pale of Settlement 
as could be imagined. In addition, she was by temperament distant and 
reserved, rarely given to those emotional outbursts so characteristic of 
Weizmann, who was warm, outgoing, and affectionate. Perhaps it was 
this very reserve and dignity of bearing, coupled with her striking ap
pearance, which so attracted Weizmann. In his autobiography he gives 
us a clue to his preference for Vera over Sophia. As he saw it, the group 
of young women to which Vera belonged differed from the other Jewish 
students in the Swiss universities at the time:

Their looks, their deportment, their outlook on life, set them apart. They 
were far more attractive than their contemporaries from the Pale of Settle
ment. They were less absorbed in Russian revolutionary politics . . . they 
paid more attention to their studies and less to the public meetings and end-
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less discussions which took up so much of the time of the average Russian 
student abroad.

Weizmann referred to Vera's origin outside the Palé of Settlement and 
her privileged circumstances, concluding:

All this had its effect on the bearing and manners of the group to which my 
future wife belonged, so that its members stood out in contrast from the 
majority of the Russian-Jewish students in Geneva, who for the most part 
seemed underfed, stunted, nervous and sometimes bitter—an easy prey to 
revolutionary propagandists.8

One can only assume that Vera's un-Jewish looks and bearing were 
more appealing to Weizmann than the more Jewish and active party 
comrade Sophia Getzova. It is also an indication of Weizmann's ever
growing ties to Central and West European culture; thus, Weizmann's 
break with Sophia Getzova symbolizes a certain break with his own East 
European background. Though in his very person he had bridged East 
European culture with that of the West, he always leaned toward the 
latter. To compliment someone was to be called European, as he did when 
he first met Ahad Ha'Am in Berlin. Vera was obviously closer to this 
ideal than Sophia, who hailed from a small town near Minsk.

But perhaps this was only part of the truth. Weizmann was a itfan of 
passion and impulse and was always, then as later, attracted to beautiful 
and interesting women. Though he was at the time engaged to Sophia, 
who had spent part of the previous summer vacation with his family in 
Pinsk, Vera was not the first woman to attract him while he was en
gaged. Just weeks before their love affair began to blossom, he had been 
courting another beautiful woman from Rostov, a friend of Vera's, who 
had disappointed him by pursuing her own flirtations.9 The twenty-six- 
year-old lecturer was obviously occupied with other matters in addition 
to chemistry and Zionist affairs.

Weizmann's first notes to Vera address her in the formal second-per
son-plural "you." The first extant note, written on a card in early 1901, 
simply notified her that he would come back to visit.10 The second note 
already revealed his uncontrolled passion for his new acquaintance, but 
it also indicated his trepidation at being found out. After all, the Rus
sian-Jewish colony was not that large, and though Sophia was safely 
tucked away in Bern, she had good friends in Geneva who perhaps kept 
an eye on her financé: "You are bored, and I have a frantic desire to 
settle down with you in some comer and tell you a lot of things, but 
there are unwanted eyes. I am not afraid of them, but they profane both 
of us, or rather—the relationship between us. This gets me down, I am 
insulted, but I feel better when I look at you, so calm and pure and a 
'human being.' Your friend. P.S. Nietzsche's only characterization of 
Goethe was: Goethe was a human being."11

For the next few months Weizmann and Vera did their best to hide 
their affair from "unwanted eyes," though they did meet in the Café 
Landolf, taiking for hours over a glass of weak Russian tea.12 It was only
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somewhat later that Weizmann could no longer bear his agonies of con
science and, perhaps, the pressure exerted by Vera to tell Sophia Getz- 
ova the whole truth.13 In the meantime he restrained himself from com
pletely revealing the depth of his growing affection and love for Vera. 
His letters to her are written in a light and humorous vein, trying to be 
witty and entertaining. The language of the letters does not indicate any 
intimate relations at the time, remaining confined to such expressions as 
"Verusya, my little girl," or "My dear girl, what respect I feel for you! If 
you only knew how much I think of you. Such good, straightforward 
people are truly rare . . ."14 Or, to dte another example, "Were it not 
for you, my radiant, purè girl! How bright is the image of you that ap
pears before me, my darling Verochka! I am not going to put into words 
what is now so very close to me. To put it on paper would be to profane 
it."15 Weizmann's letters to Vera often end with y/love" and "many many 
kisses"; in the course of the first few months of 1901 he openly declared 
his love for her, but it seems that this is as far as he dared go. Perhaps 
it was Vera who made it clear that before formally dissolving his rela
tions with Sophia nothing more could be expected.

Vera was in Rostov on summer vacation in July 1901 when she re
ceived the following letter from Weizmann: "Leaving everything else aside 
for the moment, let me say briefly that I have told my fiancée the whole 
truth. You can imagine, my dear heart, that this was not an easy thing 
to do, but it had to happen and it did happen. The days preceding this 
and the time that followed were one long torment, torture, anxiety, and 
upset of all kinds for me. Cest un fait accompli, and the chapter is closed. 
I know that now comes the time for self-analysis, self-reproach." At the 
same time his longing for Vera became boundless and painful: "I feel an 
irresistible need to see you, to hold you . . .  Such ardent, such long, 
such endless kisses, my Verusya . . ."16 Having made the break with 
Sophia, Weizmann now felt free to openly express his desire for Vera.

Weizmann's letters do not reveal anything about the sensation his af
fair with Vera had triggered among their friends and acquaintances. How 
could a man of honor leave a respected and loyal party comrade for an 
assimilated woman who had just been graduated from the Gymnasium? 
Weizmann seems to have been severely upbraided by all who knew of 
the affair.17 But matters apparently did not end there. According to one 
source, a "Court of Honor" was formed by six of Weizmann's friends, 
Shmarya Levin among them, headed by Leo Motzkin. Its task was to 
rule on Weizmann's love life. The members decreed that Weizmann must 
marry Sophia to.do her justice; then, if he wished, he could immediately 
divorce her and marry Vera. It is not surprising that Weizmann refused, 
much to the disgust of Motzkin and his friends. Motzkin, in particular, 
never forgave Weizmann for his behavior.18

The thinking behind this bizarre suggestion was that Sophia Getzova 
deserved at least a token marriage after four years of betrothal. It is pos
sible, as some claim, that during the final stage of Weizmann's studies 
in Fribourg Sophia partially supported her fiancé. But the matter was
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probably more serious than that. Judging by Weizmann's relations with 
Vera, it seems reasonable to assume that Weizmann and Sophia Getzova 
lived as man and wife soon elfter they became engaged. Weizmann often 
stayed with Sophia in Bern for long periods of time and she, in turn, 
spent vacations with him in Pinsk. In the eyes of their friends they were, 
for all practical purposes, married. By leaving Sophia so smoothly and 
abruptly, Weizmann had dishonored and shamed her. But he had also 
dishonored himself. Their friends—and there are indications that his family 
too—saw this as an act of betrayal which revealed his true character. If 
he could dispose of a woman like Sophia Getzova, how could he be 
trusted by any of them? The fact that none of this turmoil is reflected in 
Weizmann's letters would seem to indicate that he himself was aware of 
the gravity of his actions and was deeply ashamed of them, so much so 
that for a long time he did not dare tell the truth to his parents. Never
theless, Vera had captivated him and there was no turning back.

Sophia Getzova, on the other hand, never fully recovered from the af
fair. According to one source, Weizmann arrived at the Fifth Zionist 
Congress (December 1901) with Vera on his arm. At this sight Sophia 
fainted and a great tumult ensued.19 She earned her medical degree in 
Bern and moved to Palestine in 1925, where two years later she was ap
pointed as professor of pathological anatomy at the Hebrew University. 
But her successful career did not seem to heal the wounds inflicted by 
the breakup of her engagement and she never married. On the other 
hand, she and Weizmann continued to maintain a cordial relationship.

Throughout the summer of 1901 Weizmann's letters to Vera continued 
to flow. He already saw in her a trusted friend whom he tried to initiate 
in Zionist affairs. His love letters were, at the same time, filled with news 
about his Zionist activities and a fervent wish that Vera become involved 
in the national enterprise, as his New Year's greetings of September 1901 
indicate: "I wish that you may become a true and inspired worker in 
your native land; I wish that you may become a representative of the 
new generation . . . May your pure bright soul be filled with love for 
your people . . ."20 The letters naturally ceased when Weizmann and 
Vera resumed their residence in Geneva—in separate apartments, of 
course. Yet separation from Vera became intolerable even for short pe
riods of time. Writing Vera from every stop along a two-week trip in 
Germany, signing his letters with an occasional "Your Chaimchik," and 
deeply longing for her, Weizmann finally implored her to let him spend 
the night with her upon his return to Geneva: "I'll spend the whole night 
with you and tell you everything . . . How I am going to cuddle up to 
you, you will caress me, warm me and I shall relax at your home . . ."21 
Two days later he was more explicit and left no doubt as to the kind of 
relationship that had evolved between them: ". . .1 cannot bear to pass 
Geneva without calling on you for at least a day. You must give me an 
evening, and then I want to be only with you, close to you, in you. I 
want to relax in your arms; Verochka, you will not deny me this. If this 
is very difficult for you, write to me at Ingelheim [Germany] . . Z'22 It
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is clear that a few days later Vera, who may not have permitted Weiz
mann to spend a night with her previously, had finally agreed.23 Weiz
mann and Vera spent every possible minute with each other, enjoying 
walks by the Rhone River, with Mont Blanc in the background, and Vera 
probably listened to many Zionist debates at the Café Landolt. In 1902 
they began seriously to discuss marriage,24 but before they were finally 
married, in 1906, there were to be many painful and long separations.

From the very beginning of their relationship, ,Vçra knew that Weiz
mann was completely engrossed in Zionist work, which often took pre
cedence over spending time with her. She came to know Weizmann at 
a time when his stature in the movement was on the rise; when he was 
about to embark on his major Zionist endeavor, the Zionist Youth Con
ference, which soon developed into the Democratic Faction. Though she 
knew very little of the issues involved, she was no doubt impressed by 
Weizmann's authority within the Russian student groups. In his many 
letters, and in person, Weizmann tried to explain to Vera the reasons for 
the creation of an opposition movement to Herzl.

Herzl's policies had aroused resistance especially among a certain group 
of young students, mostly Russian, since the Second Zionist Congress. 
These very same students had been among the most enthusiastic partic
ipants in the First Zionist Congress. Since 1891 they had discussed the 
idea of a congress and had taken part in efforts, in 1893 and 1895-96, to 
convene such an assembly.25 These younger Zionists felt strongly about 
their senior status within the Zionist movement and believed that their 
knowledge of the movement was more intimate than Herzl's. They were 
soon disappointed by Herzl's methods. They felt uneasy about his au
tocratic and adventurous tactics, the implied suspension of colonization 
in Palestine until permission could be obtained from Turkey and the Eu
ropean powers; but most of all they were angry at Herzl's shallow dis
regard for cultural Zionism.26 Thus Herzl's most enthusiastic supporters 
soon became the first to create a factional opposition within the Zionist 
movement.

Given Herzl's road to Zionism, combined with his powerful person
ality, a clash with the assertive and independent Russian-born leader
ship was probably unavoidable.27 Herzl considered that skillful diplo
macy and financial resources would be the key factors in the attainment 
of Palestine. These factors did not require a parliamentary body elected 
by the masses; it was only when he had been turned down by the rich 
Jews that he turned to the popular movement. As a consequence, he often 
regarded the World Zionist Organization as the springboard for his di
plomacy and the bank as the financial instrument which might solve 
Turkey's public debt. The World Zionist Organization could perform the 
tasks for which Herzl destined it only if it were united and decisive. With 
such a view of the congress, Herzl could not permit it to become a forum 
for unrestricted debate, let alone organizational factions.

Herzl was aware of the importance of the congress as a parliamentary 
body which united under its umbrella the various Zionist ideologies.28
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He was ready to respect each one and give it recognition as* long as its 
members adhered to the Zionist consensus. This also explains his atti
tude toward orthodoxy, or "clericalism," as it was called by those who 
made the analogy with the Christian state. There was no question of the 
orthodox coercing anyone into a traditional form of Judaism, or interfer
ing with one's private affairs, but by the same token traditional Judaism 
deserved to be respected and even cultivated as a bulwark of loyalty to 
the national cause among the East European masses.29 At all times he 
maintained a respectful, even appreciative attitude toward the orthodox 
rabbis in the congresses, even when he had his disagreements with them. 
At times Herzl even formed alliances with the rabbis when the issue at 
hand suited his overarching political objectives.

By the same token, at the Second Zionist Congress (1898) Herzl did 
not hesitate to oppose demands by the orthodox which he considered 
harmful to the movement, that is, of a divisive nature.30 Under the cir
cumstances, the orthodox Zionists were content with a Zionist move
ment which would seek both an economic solution for East European 
Jewish immigrants and the political conditions for such a solution in Pal
estine. On the other hand, they vigorously rejected the cultural Zionism 
of Ahad Ha'Am and his followers. These differences came to the fore as 
early as the Russian Zionist Vorkonferenz to the Second Zionist Congress, 
which took place in Warsaw from August 19 to 22, 1898.31

The majority of the Russian delegates in Warsaw, under the influence 
of Ahad Ha'Ajh's comprehensive lecture, wanted to present a resolution 
to the Second Zionist Congress which would commit the World Zionist 
Organization to practical and cultural Zionism. They hoped to realize the 
following objectives, vaguely outlined in subparagraphs of the First Zi
onist Congress's Basel Program as a means of obtaining the primary aim 
of a national home for the Jews in Palestine: (1) the promotion on ap
propriate lines of the colonization of Palestine by Jewish agricultural and 
industrial workers . . .  (2) the strengthening and fostering of Jewish na
tional sentiment and consciousness.32

The second point aroused a strong objection from the rabbis present, 
most of whom were from Lithuania. None of them had been present at 
the First Zionist Congress, but they now came in response to Herzl's di
rect appeal. They could support political Zionism as represented by Herzl 
but would not tolerate the introduction of the cultural question into the 
Zionist movement. Thus they made a counterproposal reminiscent of their 
strong hold over the affairs of the Hovevei Zion, when under Rabbi 
Shmuel Mohilewer a council of eminent rabbis oversaw the affairs of the 
movement.33 Their proposal stated:

We feel the obligation to make the proposal, in the name of the great Jewish 
masses which we represent, that Zionism be founded on the basis of the 
Torah, because this alone is the natural source and origin of our national 
consciousness, as our teacher Rabbi Samuel Mohiliwer of blessed memory 
has demonstrated in his letters. Only then will the foundation of Zionism 
be secure . . . and under the banner of Zionism will unite all those who
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have recognized this principle long ago but have shied away because of re
ligious considerations.

For this purpose it is necessary to convene a committee composed of de
vout rabbis from our country, as well as from abroad, who have the com
plete confidence of the people. The task of this committee of rabbis will be 
to represent the interests of Zionism and religion; of course, in matters con
cerning economic and social issues the Actions Committee should have a free hand; 
matters which affect religion, [however], should be turned over to the Com
mittee of Rabbis. '

The sphere of activity of the rabbis includes as well the overseeing of the 
religious education of the children, as well as the appointment of those propa
gating [the Zionist idea] . . A*

This view and other more moderate views on the part of the orthodox 
were decisively rejected at Warsaw. It was decided to present the con
gress with a resolution strongly supporting cultural Zionist activities.35 
The rabbis did not give up, and at the Second Zionist Congress they again 
tried to press their demands for control over Zionist educational and 
propaganda work—to no avail. The most Herzl would promise was that 
the Zionist movement would never do anything that would be offensive 
to religion.36 The rabbis who stayed within the World Zionist Organiza
tion had no choice but to accept this formula, yet they were far from 
happy with it. For their part they pressured Herzl not to permit any dis
cussion of the "cultural question" at the congresses, a demand he com
plied with in order to avoid unnecessary tensions in public.

Yet the "cultural question" came up time and again at Zionist con
gresses, on each occasion producing sharp exchanges between the or
thodox and cultural Zionists. Despite occasional lip service concerning 
the importance of cultural work, and despite the appointment of cultural 
commissions, nothing was done by the World Zionist Organization and 
the proponents of cultural programs became increasingly frustrated. The 
last straw for many of them was the proceedings of the Fourth Zionist 
Congress in London. Herzl was especially anxious, in this instance, to 
suppress any squabbles and to give as much as possible the appearance 
of unity. Thus, all action on the cultural question was tabled by a slim 
margin.37

It was clear that the protagonists of cultural Zionism would not accept 
their defeat calmly. They left the congress dissatisfied with the surren
der of the majority to the orthodox minority, but they were also aware 
of the fact that there was substantial support for their cause. In the win
ter of 1900-1901 discussions centering on the need for a special faction 
began within a small circle of young Zionist students in the West. These 
students included Leo Motzkin, Aaron Gourland, Abraham Kastelian- 
sky, Nachman Syrkin, and others.38 They were supported in Russia by 
Zionist youth societies, study circles which had been established even 
before the Second Zionist Congress, and incipient labor groups—in short, 
by the "progressive" or "democratic" elements in Zionism that wished
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to attract youth, labor, and the intellectual avant garde. They shared a 
distaste for Herzl's personal manner, his conservative alliances with re
actionary regimes and the "clericals," and the constant friction between 
Herzl and Jacob Bemstein-Kohan, the leader of radical Zionist youth in 
Russia. They wished to change the content and direction of the Zionist 
movement.39 Weizmann and many others had for a long time had an 
affinity for Ahad Ha'Am and his ideas; now common opposition to Herzl 
produced an alliance and consensus between the critics who stood out
side the daily affairs of the World Zionist Organization and the students 
who rebelled from within.

Though many of the ideas which culminated in the creation of the 
Democratic Faction had originally been aired in the circles of the Ver
ein,40 the call to organize did not come from Berlin or even Geneva but 
rather from Munich. During the month of December 1900 two students, 
Gregory Abramovich and Alexander Nemser, wrote letters in the name 
of the Munich Zionist student society and of student groups in Paris, 
Montpellier, Geneva, and Karlsruhe, suggesting a meeting of Zionist 
youth41 to discuss important questions which were not being considered 
by the congresses. On December 18, 1900, they also wrote to Weiz
mann.42 The Munich group did not receive replies from most of those 
contacted, including Motzkin.43 Weizmann, on the other hand/, imme
diately realized the importance of such a meeting. At the third and fourth 
congresses he had already expressed his dissatisfaction with the direc
tion the movement was taking. Moreover, he now exhibited, perhaps 
for the first time, his desire for political leadership, combined with an 
ambition to secure a role for himself in the movement. It would become 
a common characteristic for him to seize an interesting idea proposed 
elsewhere and carry it out to its logical conclusion. These qualities led 
him to launch an energetic campaign which would finally crystallize in 
the organization of the "young guard" of intellectuals into a faction. With 
time he was identified as the man who had founded the Democratic Fac
tion.44

The first extant letter from Weizmann in connection with the Youth 
Conference is dated February 3, 1901.45 It is not surprising that it was 
addressed to Leo Motzkin, who was still the undisputed leader of the 
important Russischer juedischer wissenschaftlicher Verein—Kadimah and 
a force to be reckoned with in all the previous Zionist congresses. Weiz
mann still viewed Motzkin as his superior in Zionist affairs, as the man 
who would map the strategies that others would carry out. Motzkin was 
needed to give the new venture support and credibility; he could not be 
ignored. But, as was often his custom when dealing with Weizmann, he 
did not cooperate. Finally, he dted "personal reasons" and doubted 
whether much could be accomplished by so heterogeneous a group. 
Motzkin was now married and engrossed in his studies for a doctorate 
in economics. He was also shocked and angered by rumors, during this 
very period, of Weizmann's desertion of Sophia Getzova.
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Weizmann, though, could not be deterred by Motzkin. Together with 
the Munich group he went ahead with plans to convene a preparatory 
conference in Munich for April 1-2, 1901, just before Passover. Ironi
cally, Motzkin's abstention thus helped propel Weizmann to a more 
prominent role among the Zionist students. However, in the early months 
of his activities for the realization of a youth conference Weizmann still 
felt insecure without the imprimatur and consent of Motzkin and the Berlin 
Verein. In letters reminiscent of his one-way correspondence with Motz
kin from Pinsk in 1895-96, he pleaded: "I am waiting for a letter from 
you as for manna from heaven."46 "Am impatiently awaiting your letter 
and communications about Kadimah's decisions concerning the confer
ence."47 "Dear Leo, Why don't you write? I am simply in despair at not 
having heard from you; your reply would have encouraged and heart
ened me. You know that perfectly well yourself, so why don't you do 
it? My God, how difficult it is to do anything! One comes up either against 
silence or against meaningless phrases . . Z'48 Motzkin continued to be 
silent; he had no intention of attending the Munich conference.49

Weizmann continued to drum up support for the idea among student 
groups in Leipzig, Bern, Geneva, Dresden, Karlsruhe, and other cities. 
After one more appeal for a reply from Motzkin on March l l ,50 he pub
lished a circular on March 15, co-signed by Abramovich and Nemser, 
which officially announced the preliminary conference in Munich in 
preparation for the Youth Conference to coincide with the Fifth Zionist 
Congress. The circular, written in Russian, read in part:

. . .  It now falls to the young to do work of the utmost importance—to 
awaken the masses of the Jewish people, to bring a ray of light into the dim, 
oppressive atmosphere of the ghetto, to fight against the prejudices and the 
dark forces which obscure our pure ideal. It falls to the intelligentsia to take 
the lead in spreading correct and conscious propaganda for our idea, to 
shoulder the task of information activity on a large and fruitful scale. The 
duty is laid upon us to draw all the creative classes in the Jewish people to 
the Zionist flag.

The routine activity of Zionist groups—an activity that is called "practical 
work"—is not calculated to satisfy us—No! The Jewish people can and should 
demand of us a clear answer to all the questions life presents. Let us be frank 
and say, Zionism as displayed at the Fourth Congress is incapable of em
bracing wide circles of the intelligentsia. It is not by making eternal compro
mises nor by cloudy dreams that a solution will be found to an eternal prob
lem. What is needed is tremendous moral force, what is needed is readiness 
for sacrifice. For the Jewish Question to be solved, it must be tackled with 
all the weapons of European science—an unfamiliar idea to many Zionists.

The aim of the Zionist Youth Conference must be to establish a demo
cratic organization of good and faithful workers in the field of Zionism.51

The Vorkonferenz to discuss arrangements for the proposed Youth 
Conference convened in Munich on April 1-2, 1901, at the Engelsburg 
Bierhalle. It was attended by nine delegates from student organizations 
in Germany and Switzerland, as well as by members of the Munich Zi-
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onist Association.52 Not aware of the fact that Mofzkin was at this point 
on his way to Russia, Weizmann kept on hoping until the fast minute 
that he would at least send a delegate to represent the Berlin Verein. As 
late as March 30 Weizmann sent a desperate telegram to Motzkin: "Can
not do without you. Telegraph arrival."53 As it turned out, things went 
reasonably well without Motzkin's blessing.54 Moreover, the widening 
rift with Motzkin accelerated Weizmann's decision to chart his own in
dependent course. The preparatory conference began a process which 
would end within a few months with Weizmann as the uncrowned leader 
of the Democratic Faction.

Had Motzkin attended the Munich conference, it is almost certain that 
he would have dominated the proceedings; he was, in Weizmann's words, 
a "power" in the movement and "the best brain among our young peo
ple."55 His absence created a leadership vacuum and Weizmann stepped 
in quickly to fill it. For the next three years he would be the prime mover, 
organizer, and guiding spirit behind all the activities of the Youth Con
ference and the Democratic Faction.56 After a short introduction by 
Nemser, who welcomed the conference on behalf of the Munich Zionist 
group, Weizmann was unanimously elected to preside over the proceed
ings and his proposal for the conference agenda was accepted. His 
opening address became the focus for all the discussions that endued.57

In his speech Weizmann stated that the role of the Youth Organization58 
would be to serve as a vitalizing force within the general Zionist move
ment. Its main, concerns ought to be cultural work and propaganda, the 
investigation of conditions in Palestine, the organization of Jewish eco
nomic life—by which Weizmann meant the promotion of productive forces 
among the Jewish masses59—and the creation of a Zionist press.60 The 
discussions that ensued for many hours were on a high level, with 
Weizmann in the chair throughout. The resolutions and proposals as 
stated by Weizmann were carried with little alteration, and he was con
tent.61

The preparatory conference resolved that the time had come for the 
founding of a Zionist youth organization in which the younger members 
of the Zionist intelligentsia, including students and others, would have 
an opportunity to make their distinctive contribution to the realization 
of Zionist goals. It was also resolved that while adhering to the Basel 
Program, the new organization would place its emphasis on the follow
ing tasks: the exploration of the ideological foundations of Zionism and 
the relationship of the Zionist movement to other social trends—pre
sumably socialism; the improvement of the cultural and economic con
ditions of the Jewish masses; the attraction of the Jewish intelligentsia to 
Zionism through an inspired Jewish nationalist ideal; and the explora
tion of Palestine and the investigation of conditions under which Jews 
could settle there. The preparatory conference also agreed on the agenda 
for the Youth Conference and resolved to set up a Zionist Youth Con
ference Bureau—later referred to as the Organization Bureau—under 
Weizmartn's direction in Geneva, and a Correspondence Bureau under
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the direction of Alexander Nemser and Gregory Abramovich in Munich. 
Jacob Bemstein-Kohan, Leo Motzkin, and Daniel Pasmanik were elected 
members of the Conference Bureau.62

Weizmann continued to maintain a respectful, often obsequious, pos
ture toward Motzkin, Ahad Ha'Am, and others in the movement, but as 
a public figure he was also beginning to develop his own conception of 
what the Youth Organization would try to accomplish. In a letter to Vos- 
khod titled "On Zionist Congresses" these conceptions were crystallized 
for the first time. After a long summary of the failure of previous con
gresses, having in mind mostly the Fourth Zionist Congress, Weizmann 
derided them as purely "demonstrative," "poor in content," filled with 
"useless people" (Sommerreise-Zionisten).63 Defending the Kishinev Cor
respondence Bureau, under the direction of Bemstein-Kohan, as well as 
the Russian Vorkonferenzen, Weizmann stated his view of such discus
sions within the World Zionist Organization:

. . . We are too much afraid of supposedly academic controversies, the clar
ification of which is in fact of the utmost necessity; they would put an end 
to many misunderstandings and would have enormous educational value 
for every Zionist. It is true that clarification of all these issues would lead to 
a division of the Zionists into different camps, but this is precisely what we 
ought to be demanding. If Zionists with different points of view exist—and 
they do—they should be grouped according to these points of view; this 
would make work easier and many issues involving Zionists' opinions that 
today seem blurred and vague would gain by exact definition and delimi
tation. Zionists cannot form a party, but only an alliance to be composed of 
"factions" united by a common program.

Grouping Zionists according to their place of origin makes sense merely 
for the discussion of purely technical and organizational problems, but it is 
completely absurd when crystallizing matters of principle. These [principles] 
have been given very little attention until now, but they must inevitably be 
brought to the fore if we want Zionism to gain in depth and not merely spread 
out and vanish on the surface like ripples on water! . . .M

This is the first public explanation of the function of a Zionist faction. 
Weizmann clearly stated that the Landsmannschaften (delegations accord
ing to country of origin) could play only a limited role. What was needed 
were homogeneous ideological factions which would have à unifying 
program. At the same time, there is in his letter to Voskhod an implicit 
underlying principle that the factions would be functioning within the 
Zionist organization as loyal and constructive opposition groups, not as 
separate entities. Thus, in all its evolutions the program Weizmann and 
his collaborators outlined demanded constructive goals within the World 
Zionist Organization which were undertaken because they had been ne
glected by the official leadership. It would consequently require all the 
tact and diplomatic ability Weizmann possessed in order to steer a course 
of both opposition to and cooperation with the official Zionist leader
ship.

The first test of Weizmann's strength of conviction regarding the pur-
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pose and task of the Youth Organization came from Ahad Ha'Am, whom 
Weizmann met in Paris on May 11. Ahad Ha'Am had come to Paris with 
an impressive delegation, organized by Hovevei Zion in Odessa, which 
included Bemstein-Kohan, Yehiel Tschlenow, Menahem Ussishkin, and 
a number of Palestinian settlers. Their purpose was to prevail upon Baron 
Edmond de Rothschild to revise the harsh policy of the Jewish Coloni
zation Association (ICA), which had takén over from him the adminis
tration of the colonies; there were some four hundred unemployed Jew
ish workers in Palestine whom the ICA considered expendable and pro
posed to transfer abroad.65 The delegates' mission was a miserable fail
ure; instead of a sympathetic hearing they were forced to stand before 
the baron, cap in hand, as he heaped upon them a tirade of reprimands 
and criticisms.66 Ahad Ha'Am was particularly shocked and hurt by the 
encounter.67 His frustration was compounded by the lack of support from 
the official leadership of the World Zionist Organization. It was under the 
impact of this meeting in Paris that Ahad Ha'Am, who supported the 
idea of a youth conference, gave Weizmann two pieces of advice: to re
move the Youth Conference from the official circles of the Zionist move
ment by convening it in a locale other than Basel,68 and to do without 
the active participation of the "elders" of the Zionist movement, who 
were incapable of vital work.69 Both suggestions were not accepted by 
Weizmann, who sought to win over influential "elders" (including Ahad 
Ha'Am himself), especially from the Russian circles, such as Ussishkin 
and Tschlenow, and was steadfast in his resolve to oppose the official 
leadership from within and not via a separatist organization. Though he 
was anxious to assure Ahad Ha'Am that the new organization would be 
largely independent of the World Zionist Organization, Weizmann knew 
well that even if he wished to, he could not openly revolt against Herzl.

Ahad Ha'Am was, of course, one of the elder statesmen whose views 
Weizmann respected, even if he did not always follow his advice. But it 
was Herzl, the movement's leader and potentially the most dangerous 
antagonist, that Weizmann had to take into account. The first challenge 
came in the summer of 1901. Herzl had just returned from Constanti
nople, where he was received by the sultan in a two-hour audience on 
May 17, 1901. Herzl had made a good impression. To be sure, the im
mediate tangible results of his sojourn were the receipt of the Grand 
Cordon of the Order of the Medjidje, a tiepin with yellow stones,70 and 
enhanced personal as well as public prestige for the World Zionist Or
ganization. But with the aid of one and a half million pounds—which he 
imagined he could somehow raise—to help wipe out the Turkish public 
debt, Herzl hoped that real progress could be made in negotiations with 
the sultan, to whom he had submitted the Zionist requests for the first 
time. It was clearly a sensitive and delicate moment in the movement's 
history, and Herzl was anxious lest any radical youngsters destroy his 
achievements.

An article in Die Welt by Daniel Pasmanik, a supporter of the Youth 
Conference (later turned opponent), did little to assuage Herzl's fears.71
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From the latter's point of view it must have seemed particularly inop
portune to speak of the exploration and colonization of Palestine in light 
of the delicate stage his conversations had reached with the sultan.72 Less 
than a week later Herzl turned directly to Weizmann with a polite yet 
firm request to cancel the Youth Conference. Asking Weizmann to keep 
the content of this letter confidential, Herzl dted as reasons for cancel
lation his secret talks with the sultan and the principle that international 
Zionist meetings not take place before their agenda was approved by the 
World Zionist Congress.73 * "

Weizmann realized at once Herzl's intention to make him personally 
responsible by forbidding him to show the letter to others. His first move 
was therefore to cable Herzl for permission to show the letter to mem
bers of the Organization Bureau. He received Herzl's consent on July 6.74 
But having succeeded in this first "diplomatic exchange of telegrams and 
letters" did not make things easier, and ultimately the decision rested 
with Weizmann. The two weeks until he formulated his reply were ag
onizing. Almost simultaneously with Herzl's first letter one arrived from 
Ahad Ha'Am, who announced his resignation from public Zionist activ
ities to "concentrate on his inner world" in the wake of the Paris deba
cle.75 Ahad Ha'Am's letter strengthened Weizmann's determination to 
press on for reforms within the movement: " . . .  tears came to my eyes 
when I was reading his words and saw how the vulgarity of contem
porary Zionism and the nonentities who are in it have managed to break 
the spirit of such a man . . ."76 Weizmann could appreciate Ahad 
Ha'Am's principled behavior, since they shared the same background and 
values, yet he was too much the pragmatist and political animal to give 
up in the face of momentary setbacks.

How frightened and lonely he really felt Weizmann was willing to dis
close only to Vera:

. . .  To convene the Conference means to declare war on Herzlism as a whole, 
and not to hold it is quite impossible. You can only wage war successfully 
if you know who supports you; can we say confidently that such-and-such 
forces are backing us? No, certainly not . . . Where are the youthfulness, 
the freshness that are needed now? Though I was bright and cheerful until 
now, I too am beginning to weaken, to feel that my deep faith in the forces 
of Jewry is disappearing, and I am in despair . . . and I.am ready to weep 
now, my heart is so heavy. The captain weeps. The man setting out to war 
weeps. We are nervy, unstrung, flabby, and we are unfit for the Jewish cause. 
All our lives we have been serving many gods, and now we cannot concen
trate on the ideal of freedom, of our own freedom. How will it all end? I can 
see before me the faces of our best people. They are all helpless now, yet 
they are giants in comparison with me . . T7

The letter typifies Weizmann's condition at times of stress and over
work. On the one hand, he displayed leadership qualities, resourceful
ness, and intellectual maturity; on the other, he revealed his emotional 
instability. In speaking, in his letter to Vera, of sensitivity, vacillation, 
and nerviness, he was unconsciously describing his own varying moods.
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His uneven disposition made for very frantic, sometimes hysterical out
bursts. The smallest of incidents could cheer him, but it could àlso plunge 
him into depths of despair. It was during these moods of blackest 
depression that he longed for Vera more than ever.78 "Verunya, Ve- 
runya, my lovely darling. I want yoù dreadfully, and I am already burn
ing with longing to read your letters/'79

Weizmann was always quick to respond to letters he received and, 
conversely, was greatly irritated when he had to wait for replies. It was 
therefore uncharacteristic of him to wait over two weeks before replying 
to Herzl, a further indication of his anxiety and sense of personal re
sponsibility. When he finally did respond, his letter was a model of as
tute diplomacy.80 It reflected none of the despair and uncertainty of the 
previous days and was written in the confident and resolute tone of a 
man who knows his own importance.

Weizmann began with a counterattack against the Smaller Actions 
Committee, which had only now, three months after the well-publicized 
Munich Conference, seen fit to focus attention on the forthcoming Youth 
Conference. Next, he assured Herzl that the Youth Conference would be 
concerned solely with internal Zionist questions, not diplomatic or polit
ical moves; these were, in any case, matters of lesser concern to Herzl. 
Lastly, Weizmann refrained from a direct attack against Herzl and ex
plained that the aim of the Youth Conference was to halt the decline in 
the Zionist ranks and to counter the lack of initiative on the part of the 
majority of Russian Zionist intellectuals. Brushing aside the issue of party 
discipline, which Herzl had tried to invoke, Weizmann dted instead the 
democratic principles of the Zionist movement, which must be adhered 
to if one did not want to destroy the success that had been achieved in 
rallying young forces to the movement. One needed to bé careful not to 
alienate the Jewish intelligentsia, the most vital force in Zionism.81

Although the Youth Conference clearly represented a challenge to his 
leadership, Herzl in fact disarmed Weizmann and his collaborators from 
the outset in a series of shrewd tactical moves. In his reply to Weizmann 
he apologized for the delay in the reaction of the Actions Committee to 
the proposed Youth Conference, appreciated Weizmann's promise that 
the conference would remain apolitical, and welcomed his intention to 
renew among the youth a sense of dedication to the movement.82 His 
show of confidence assumed a mature political approach and once more 
placed responsibility on Weizmann's shoulders for proper behavior, lest 
he and his colleagues ruin Herzl's diplomatic achievements.83

Herzl had his own reasons for co-opting rather than further alienating 
the young Zionist intelligentsia. He considered the source of his troubles 
within the World Zionist Organization to be the vested interests and 
veteran leadership of the local organizations. Thus, any new leadership 
that arose might be preferable, and perhaps al&o More responsive, to his 
own influence.84 Some of Herzl's colleagues demanded that Herzl pub
licly denounce the Youth Conference.85 At the Greater Actions Commit
tee meeting, which took place from October 9 to 12, 1901, there were
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sharp denunciations against the organizers of the conference.86 Yet the 
following day, on October 13, Weizmann met Herzl87 and was able to 
persuade him to adopt an officially favorable view toward the Youth 
Conference and even to assist in technical matters.88 It was agreed that 
the Youth Conference would take place in Basel—instead of Geneva, as 
had originally been planned—a few days before the Fifth Zionist Con
gress was scheduled to begin.89 As much as the results of the meeting 
attest to Weizmann's powers of persuasion, they also indicate Herzl's 
ability to defuse a potentially dangerous opposition before it got out of 
hand.90 Both showed themselves to be seasoned politicians who under
stood the advantages of eliminating unnecessary direct confrontation. They 
left their lines of communication open pending further developments. 
Future events would attest to the wisdom of their decision.

The negotiations with Herzl reveal important characteristics in Weiz
mann. The young Privat-Dozent, whose experience in the movement 
hitherto was mainly as a propagandist, now showed that he was a first- 
rate tactician. Weizmann was essentially a pragmatic empiricist, not an 
opportunist, who believed in attaining the possible. He revealed an abil
ity to maintain a flexible posture toward both the content of the ideas he 
represented as well as their method of implementation. He did not seek 
a final, decisive, and irrevocable break with the established leadership 
since he knew his own position and power base to be quite weak. Though 
he stood by his principles, at the same time he retained a skeptical atti
tude toward rigid ideological positions.

Emotionally draining as the negotiations with Herzl were for Weiz
mann—until their satisfactory conclusion two months before the Youth 
Conference—they represented a mere fraction of the enormous efforts 
he invested in this venture for some nine months, from April to Decem
ber 1901. During this period there are very few references to his aca
demic work, and it is dear that he was neglecting his research in chem
istry.91 His lodgings in Geneva became the headquarters of the 
Organization Bureau. He had help from four women: Anne Koenigs- 
berg, Esther Shneerson, Rosa Grinblatt, and Catherine Dorfman.92 The
oretically he was entitled to believe that others elected to the Conference 
Bureau—such as Jacob Bemstein-Kohan, Leo Motzkin, and Daniel Pas- 
manik—would pitch in. But Bemstein-Kohan was in a weak position, 
being on the payroll of the World Zionist Organization and constantly 
under attack by members of SAC; Motzkin could not be moved to do a 
thing, and Pasmanik soon switched sides. It was, in truth, the work of 
one man, a condition that essentially suited Weizmann's personal incli
nations and style of work but was nevertheless wearying.

Although after the Munich Conference Weizmann clearly occupied the 
leading role in the preparation of the Youth Conference, he was still un
sure of himself. He felt he needed Motzkin's support, or at least his tadt 
nod of approval.93 In June Weizmann pleaded with Motzkin to present 
a paper at the Youth Conference. His posture toward Motzkin remained 
that of a student toward his teacher.94 Upon hearing that Motzkin might



not come to the Youth Conference, Weizmann practically fell on his knees 
before him in a gesture of self-negation: ". . . We cannot manage with
out our best comrades. You must realize that I am neither paying you 
compliments nor trying to be modest. I may be a good Registriermaschine 
[recording machine], I even have my own views on things, but you, my 
dear friend, you are the brains . . ,"95

The "dear friend" finally consented to come and even take part in the 
debate, but throughout the long months of hard work and preparation 
he was as unhelpful as possible. Motzkin came up with one excuse after 
another. The real reasons for Motzkin's obstructiveness may have been 
Weizmann's break with Sophia Getzova,96 though Weizmann continued 
to maintain friendly relations with her through correspondence and vis
its to her residence in Bern.97 All in all, Motzkin did little to bring about 
the Youth Conference,98 refused to prepare a paper for it,99 and most of 
the time did not even bother to reply to Weizmann. Throughout it all 
Weizmann exercised infinite patience; on only one occasion did he rep
rimand Motzkin in "an official tone," but he hastened to apologize for 
this by explaining that he was angry.100 Weizmann met with disappoint
ment elsewhere as well. Bernard Lazare accorded Weizmann an initially 
friendly reception during the latter's visit to Paris in May and promised 
to deliver a paper at the Youth Conference on the economic conation of 
the Jewish people.101 A month later Weizmann received a letter from La
zare, who declared that he did not accept the Basel Program and could 
not take part in the Youth Conference.102 Ahad Ha'Am, who expressed 
his sympathy for the cause, also declined to participate since he was re
tiring from all public activities.103

There were problems from unexpected quarters. Together with a few 
colleagues, Nachman Syrkin—whose socialist views were already fully 
developed in 1898 in his essay "The Socialist Jewish State," which was 
modeled after Herzl's brochure—founded in Berlin an association named 
Hessiana in memory of Moses Hess.104 On June 7, 1901, the association 
held its first public meeting. Syrian's lecture was then published under 
the title "A Call to Jewish Youth."105 Syrkin proposed two organiza
tions: One would be a social democratic organization, supported by local 
workers, for economic and political rights in the countries where Jews 
lived, while the other would be a socialist Zionist group, supported by 
the bourgeoisie, which would work for immigration to Palestine. This 
two-pronged proposal was probably an attempt to appease the Bund, 
the Zionists' most serious opponent. He also called on socialist Zionism 
to fight orthodox obscurantism and attacked bourgeois Zionism for 
alienating progressive Jewish youth and discrediting the idea of a Jewish 
national renaissance. He called for class consciousness among the Jewish 
proletariat which could supplant the reactionary character of bourgeois 
Zionism.106 Weizmann called these ideas "sheer madness." "It makes me 
indignant that people think it possible to feed 'youth' on such things,"107 
he told Leo Motzkin, and in a letter to Vera he wrote with condescen
sion: .". . . A red cap with a blue and white ribbon, a national group
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hailing internationalism with childish yells, dancing around great names; 
self-worship and Jewish impudence. What an outrageous mixture of 
meaningless phrases and sheer stupidity!"108 Shortly afterward it be
came apparent that Syrkin desired to convene a socialist Zionist confer
ence similar to the Youth Conference, which would take place at the same 
time and in the same city. The Hessiana members also wished to partic
ipate in the Youth Conference as a group. There was opposition from 
Bemstein-Kohan to this, and Motzkin opposed the admission to the 
conference of Syrkin himself. In the end, the Hessiana was not repre
sented, though Syrkin attended as a guest.

Syrkin's appeal was directed mainly toward the Russian-Jewish intel
lectuals. Weizmann was fully aware that he needed to drum up support 
among them as well if they were not to fall prey to Syrkin, the Bund, or 
the social democrats. On July 23, 1901, he left Geneva for Russia, pass
ing through Bern and Berlin and arriving in Pinsk at the end of July, in 
time for his sister Hayah's wedding to his friend Abraham Lichtenstein. 
He had promised to visit Vera in Rostov but canceled his plans at the 
last minute with an unconvincing reason, pleading lack of time. Instead 
of a visit he treated her to a passionate sermon on Zionism. The cancel
lation may have been due to the fact that neither his nor Vera's parents 
knew the nature of their relationship.109 Weizmann admitted that he failed 
to see in Russia much that would give him comfort. "The existing Zi
onist organizations suffer from a lack of people with profound under
standing of their task and capable of filling positions in which circum
stances have placed them; as a result, a terrible lack of vitality is evident 
in all groups . . .  The results of all this are obvious: the body begins to 
weaken and disintegrate . . ."no His harshest criticism was reserved for 
Odessa, once the center of Zionist activities in Russia: ". . . Zionism there 
has degenerated into a paper kingdom of circulars, shekel receipts, and 
not fully paid-up shares of the J[ewish] Qolonial] T[rust] . . .  It is my 
profound conviction that Odessa Zionism is a shameful blot on the en
tire cause . . .  Not for nothing do the Litvaks say that hell bums for 
seven miles round Odessa . . ." in

Weizmann did not include in his summary report to Motzkin an inci
dent that took place two months earlier, on August 29, 1901, in Niko- 
layev. While he was lecturing on Zionism in the synagogue, the building 
was surrounded by Cossacks, who had been tipped off by informers. 
Weizmann was arrested and interrogated by the chief of police, who 
proved not unsympathetic to the idea of Zionism if it meant getting, rid 
of all the Jews.112 Presenting a slightly different version of the incident, 
Weizmann wrote1 in his memoirs that the chief of police warned him as 
he was about to leave: "Look here! I see you're not a bad young man, 
really. Take my advice and have nothing more to do with those damn 
Jews. For if they ever get to this kingdom of theirs, the first man they'll 
string up to a lamppost will be you!"113 As his report on Odessa indi
cates, there were indeed instances during the trip when Weizmann must 
have wished to have nothing more to do with those "damn Jews."
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In his letter to Motzkin of October 27, 1901, Weizmann euphemisti
cally called his summer months in Russia "vacations." In fact, he had 
only a few weeks of rest with his family in Pinsk immediately prior to 
and during the High Holidays. On October 10 he left for his meeting 
with Herzl and reached Geneva by the middle of the month. His new 
lodgings at 4, rue Lombard became the nerve center for the Organiza
tion Bureau. Given this hectic and unrelenting workload, it is not sur
prising that Weizmann buckled under from time to time. From the start 
he was beset by worries and anxiety over the attitude of Herzl and the 
Smaller Actions Committee, the necessity to get the right speakers on 
the Youth Conference agenda, and the lack of support from his peers 
and seniors both in the West and in Russia.114 Weizmann described him
self as a "beast of burden which after a short time gets reconciled to the 
load placed on its back."115 But by the summer months this philosophi
cal attitude often gave way to feelings of loneliness. The plans, the du
ties, and the worries began to weigh him down. In a letter to Vera he 
wrote that "if plots and intrigues are being hatched in secret I have ab
solutely no strength to fight them . . .  I am powerless against under
handed tactics."116 A few weeks later he wrote about the "terrible evil 
people" around him, for "whom nothing is sacred, who think only of 
protit and material gain and want to make capital out of public affairs," 
and even contemplated not attending the congress: "I shall simply not 
have the strength . . . and anyhow, what do they need me for?"117 By 
the end of September his health began to deteriorate, his eyes started 
hurting, his nerves were shattered, and he was too weak to travel or 
take part in debates.118 Three weeks before the Youth Conference he 
complained that "all this work is too much for me and if somebody doesn't 
help me I'll collapse before the Conference and shall not be able to take 
part . . ."119

At the same time Weizmann's activities were slowly propelling him to 
a leadership position, albeit only among a certain segment of the move
ment. Men like Ahad Ha'Am and Bernstein-Kohan took him seriously. 
Herzl had to negotiate with him. In this role he became more intimately 
acquainted with the movement and began to formulate its ideological 
implications for himself. Remarkably, Weizmann displayed a disdain for 
and frustration with the masses and their leaders, especially in Eastern 
Europe, while at the same time maintaining a commitment to Zionism 
as an ideology. His was an elitist approach to the solution of the Jewish 
Problem, a notion that only the intellectually superior could formulate 
Zionist ideology and lead the masses. This was a conception not unlike 
that of the philanthropic variety of Zionism in the West, with the quali
fication that throughout his life Weizmann continued to be attuned to 
the needs of the Jewish masses of Eastern Europe.

Weizmann was first and foremost a man of action, with very little pa
tience for batlanim, for those who sat idly on the fence waiting for others 
to accomplish the necessary tasks. Weizmann had long since established 
sound* working habits and expected much from himself. But he was
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haunted by the fear of becoming a Luftmensch, which made him turn with 
passion against what he considered unnecessary theoretical discussions 
and empty rhetoric. Among the East European students in his circle, he 
knew many he considered idlers. Since his days in Berlin, Weizmann 
looked at his Russian brethren with a mixture of contempt, pity, and an 
urgent desire to improve their lot. "Dr. Herzl," he wrote to Catherine 
Dorfman, "has no idea of Russian Zionism and of Russian Zionists 
. . . ," 120 but Weizmann himself often described these Russian Zionists 
in the most derogatory language: *

. . .  I often look around and see nothing but ruins, and instead of human 
heads—just cattle . . . They contribute nothing, absolutely nothing; they will 
not even sacrifice their peace of mind for the cause. We don't need such 
people; they're just a nuisance and only fit for cannon fodder. How much 
longer shall we have to wait for the right people? A very, very long time, 
until the day Israel gets stronger and we have assembled a group of united, 
honest fighters. Look around, look closely at the Jews of Russia, at their ser
vile faces, at those insipid, indolent idlers, and you can see what has be
come of this once highly cultured nation with such rich potentialities. I have 
no faith in the present Zionist masses. They are lifeless people who have 
had their day . . .m

The problem, as Weizmann saw it, was that Russian Zionists were smug, 
that phrasemaking had eaten too deep into the national fabric.

Weizmann's disappointment with the state of Zionism, in Russia and 
in the West, did not seem to affect his vision of what it meant to be a 
Zionist. Far from rejecting political Zionism out of hand, he was never
theless distressed by the neglect of what he called "the prophetic aspect 
of Zionism."122 It was the duty of each individual to sacrifice everything 
for the cause. Weizmann mocked the Shabes-Zionists.123 It was clear to 
him that "it is imperative that private life should not interfere with the 
fulfillment of public duty . . ."124 His fate was to work even if he would 
not see the fruit of his labors.

. . . here lies the whole horror of the Jewish problem—one has to work in 
such terrible conditions, where one doesn't know who is friend or foe, when 
the stench of decay hits one at every step. And years will pass, and many 
will still fall victim to these terrible conditions before creative, constructive 
work starts. Are we going to see all that? No. I doubt it. Our fate, the fate 
of people who live in a time of transition, is to be given activities of a purely 
negative character. To understand and ponder over old Jewish values, to 
understand only to discard them perhaps, or to reappraise them at a later 
stage . . ,125

Weizmann's evaluation of Zionist progress was bound up with his own 
daily failures and successes. Despite his disappointment with the state 
of the movement in Russia, he felt that on the whole Zionism did have 
some good, honest supporters who would eventually triumph.

He completely identified with the cause of Zionism and was therefore 
willing to sacrifice a great deal for it. What he was not willing to do was
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to create a separate organization apart from the World Zionist Organi
zation, as had been suggested by Ahad Ha'Am. In fact, he insisted that 
delegates to the Youth Conference be members of the World Zionist Or
ganization.126 His views on the Youth Conference were that it must be a 
democratic nucleus of young workers who would agree on a positive at
titude toward the World Zionist Organization in the sense of taking part 
in it and working on behalf of its institutions, while maintaining a criti
cal attitude toward the "clericals" and the Zionist bourgeoisie (baalei-ba- 
tim). In short, the young Zionists' role in the general World Zionist Or
ganization must be twofold: to work and to criticize. Echoing the decisions 
in Munich, Weizmann singled out the following as the tasks of the Youth 
Conference: educational activities; the study of Jewish economic life; the 
theoretical study of Palestine, with the aid of the bank (here Weizmann 
volunteered to join a delegation for the study of Palestine); propaganda 
among the intelligentsia; and the establishment of mutual aid funds.127 
Weizmann made it clear that for him practical work was more important 
than theoretical formulations, that the debates were more significant than 
the major papers to be read at the conference.128 But in a letter to the 
editor of Voskhod he emphasized that the principles guiding practical work 
must be based on well-thought-out theories and empirical data.129

Weizmann could justifiably see the covening of the Zionist ’Youth 
Conference, which met in Basel from December 18 to 23, 1901, as a per
sonal triumph. Some forty delegates, mostly students, came from uni
versities in Germany, Switzerland, France, Vienna, Prague, and Rus
sia.130 Among the delegates was Sophia Getzova, who came, it would 
seem, at Weizmann's suggestion.131 Weizmann, Motzkin, and Bemstein- 
Kohan were elected co-chairmen of the conference. According to the in
complete minutes, Weizmann delivered the inaugural address, which 
called for an autonomous faction within the World Zionist Organization 
and repeated the reasons for the necessity of establishing such an orga
nization.132

Though Motzkin had lost his temper before the conference at having 
been included as a speaker on the agenda without his permission, he 
proceeded to deliver a speech. He demanded an independent demo
cratic faction that would also participate in diplomatic activities, the be
ginning of settlement work in Palestine, and the removal of all fanatic 
religious ideologies from Zionist activity. He also suggested that the fac
tion undertake cultural work independently of the World Zionist Orga
nization, and that Zionists take a hand in the organization of Jewish 
workers along trade union lines, yet at the same time dissociating so
cialism from Zionist activity in Eastern Europe.133 There were other lec
tures that followed Motzkin's: Joshua Bukhmil spoke about the theoret
ical foundations of Zionism; Zvi Aberson scored a great success with his 
usual attack against the Bund and the assimilationists;134 Israel Belkind 
gave a lecture on Palestine; Ferdinand Kobler discussed cultural work; 
and Isidore Eliashev lectured on Jewish newspapers.135

In the général discussion that ensued after each of the major papers.
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Weizmann took issue with Motzkin. Weizmann was often cruel in de
bate. What is surprising is that he also used very strong language against— 
of all people—Motzkin, whom he still saw as his "teacher and guide." 
Weizmann stated that Motzkin was wrong in his view that the Faction 
undertake cultural work independently of the World Zionist Organiza
tion; rather, its aim should be to press for a congress resolution in favor 
of cultural activity; he also objected to Motzkin's Marxist-tinged notions 
about Jewish workers since they would involve the Faction in the do
mestic politics of the countries concerned. Weizniann's tone toward 
Motzkin was sharp and stinging throughout; it no doubt reflected the 
personal antagonism between the two men over the Getzova affair. Per
haps unconsciously, Weizmann sought to repay Motzkin publicly for the 
humiliation the latter had inflicted on him during the past few months:

. . . Mr. Motzkiris program consists of a lot of negative points. It is not a 
program but a piece of polemic . . . when Mr. Motzkin does bring forward 
positive points, he is not consistent. One of these points is in the field of 
economic activity. Mr. Motzkin says that in this sphere a special investiga
tion should be carried out into the condition of the Jewish working class, 
since its members suffer both as workers and as Jews . . . Mr. Motzkin puts 
the question in an opportunist and damaging way . . .  I don't understand 
[Mr. Motzkin's] point about rendering assistance to the working class. Pla
tonic participation is out of the question, and if we speak of active partici
pation, I do not see any difference between Mr. Motzkin and the Zionists- 
Socialists.

Mr. Motzkin speaks of the need to free ourselves from chauvinism, reli
gion, romanticism, etc. This is altogether a question of tact . . . Whenever 
Mr. Motzkin spoke concerning actual Zionist work he was very lame. As 
regards the founders' shares of the bank that he spoke about, we are of 
course in complete agreement with him, but I am not satisfied with his su
perficial approach, that is to say, his calling for publication of the notarial 
document which will oblige the members of the Aufsichtsrat to hand over the 
shares to the control of Congress if they are not reelected . . .

I now turn to the question of culture. Mr. Motzkin says that we must take 
the initiative in culture. I find this inconsistent, because we should not make 
any compromises. Cultural activity must be sanctioned by Congress . . ,136

Motzkin did not forgive Weizmann for this scathing criticism, which 
was delivered in an ironic and derogatory tone.137 The personal rift be
tween the two dominant personalities in the Youth Conference was bound 
to create severe problems in the organization that was now to be cre
ated.

The Youth Conference, which ended on the evening of December 23, 
1901, did not result, as Weizmann had originally assumed, in the estab
lishment of a Zionist youth organization. It was finally agreed to form a 
Fraktion, a "Democratic Faction" within the World Zionist Organization 
which would unite all the "progressive elements" in the movement and 
would be free to express its views, especially concerning reforms and 
the structure of the World Zionist Organization and, when necessary, to
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oppose the leadership on any question, including political issues. The 
thirty-seven delegates who constituted the Democratic Faction decided 
to create an Information Bureau to be directed by Weizmann in Geneva. 
Its program was to be worked out by a committee, to be guided by a 
"Protocol" which stated that the structure of the World Zionist Organi
zation must be reformed in conformity with democratic principles and 
could not revolve around a particular personality. In addition, the Dem
ocratic Faction must undertake cultured work independent of such activ
ities by other bodies, and it must investigate the physical, political, and 
social conditions of Palestine. Lastly, the Democratic Faction asserted that 
any group of Zionists having distinct views in common ought to unite 
as a faction since such groupings were essential to the healthy develop
ment of the Zionist movement.138

The Democratic Faction represented the first attempt at organized op
position to the established Zionist leadership, in this case to Herzl him
self. It was, if not in name, the first embryonic party in the movement's 
history. It was thus natural that it would meet with opposition from that 
very same leadership, but the first attacks against it came from the Zi
onist leadership in Russia, which no doubt was incensed by the new 
challenge to its own authority in Eastern Europe. It attacked the Demo
cratic Faction in its Vorkonferenz, which began deliberation on December
23. Headed by Menahem Ussishkin, the thirty-five Russian opponents 
organized into a "United Faction" with the aim of opposing any move 
to destroy the unity of the World Zionist Organization, to encourage all 
segments of Jewry to join the latter, and to define as the most urgent 
need the creation of a Jewish center in Palestine.139 In the end, the Vor
konferenz elected a committee to handle its affairs at the Fifth Zionist 
Congress; it was composed of twelve people, six of them members of 
the Democratic Faction. This ratio effectively illustrated its strength in the 
congress since the Russian delegates numbered eight members, whereas 
the Democratic Faction, which, of course, also included a minority of non- 
Russians, numbered thirty-seven.

It was dear to all concerned that the Fifth Zionist Congress, held from 
December 26 to 30, 1901, would be a stormy affair. Herzl was not in this 
situation for the first time and realized that he had to tread with greatest 
care so as not to offend either Constantinople or the various groupings 
within the movement: "I have written my Congress speech," he wrote 
on December 19, 1901, "—more of an egg dance than ever before."140 
He was referring to the need to balance and direct the proceedings at 
the congress as delicately as possible, a rare feat which had no spectator 
other than the one performing it.141 There was good reason for his trepi
dation. Herzl had nothing to add to his earlier reports to the Actions 
Committee and to Die Welt regarding his relations with the sultan. In 
addition, many delegates still remembered with* distaste the Fourth Zi
onist Congress in London and were determined that this one should 
proceed differently and result in tangible achievements. In this context, 
the 37 delegates who formed the Democratic Faction represented a sub-
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stantial power within the 287 delegates to the congress; as the only group 
with a definite program it was often able to dominate the congress pro
ceedings.

The cultural question provoked a severe clash between Herzl and the 
Democratic Faction. During the second day of the Congress it became 
clear that matters would come to a head when Max Nordau, Herzl's 
confidant and staunch supporter, spoke about "questions concerning the 
physical, intellectual and economic amelioration of the Jews." Toward 
the end of this lecture he belittled the empty discussions concerning the 
issue of intellectual improvement of the Jews.142 Martin Buber, who lec
tured the following day on Jewish art, took strong exception to Nordau's 
derogatory attitude toward cultural questions.143 There were other mat
ters on which members of the Democratic Faction disagreed with the 
regnant opinions and procedures at the congress. From the first day many 
of the delegates raised questions concerning the bank, activities of the 
Smaller Actions Committee, and organizational problems. On this last 
question the Fifth Zionist Congress—with Herzl's blessings—instituted 
changes in the structural principles of the movement and made it easier 
for new groups, including ideological factions, to organize outside the 
framework of the existing Zionist territorial organizations and come in 
direct contact with the central governing bodies of the World Zionist Or
ganization.144 Thus, Weizmann's and the Democratic Faction's concep
tion of homogeneous factions within the World Zionist Organization was 
accepted and represented a major change in the movement's organiza
tion, with far-reaching implications for the future.

The various demonstrations and criticisms of and by members of the 
Democratic Faction were a prelude to the evening session of the last day 
of the congress, which lasted until four-thirty in the morning. On the 
first day of the congress a cultural commission was elected; it included 
five members of the Democratic Faction, among them Weizmann and 
Buber.145 At the last session Buber presented the congress with its pro
posals, the main one being the following: "The Congress declares the 
cultural improvement, that is, the education of the Jewish people in the 
national spirit, to be one of the essential elements of the Zionist program 
and requires all its adherents to participate in it." Buber also presented 
resolutions which called for support for the Jewish national library in Je
rusalem; for the Actions Committee to demand of the Stockholm-based 
Nobel Prize institute to accord modem Hebrew and Jewish literature their 
place in the library of the institute; for the establishment of a cultural 
commission in every territorial organization; for the collection of statis
tical materials on Jewry; for an examination of the feasibility of a Jewish 
institution of higher learning; and support for a Jewish pubfishing house 
and the distribution of its prospectus.146

Weizmann, who had earlier in the congress raised some questions about 
the democratic nature of the Jewish Colonial Trust, now rose to explain 
the need for preparatory work for the establishment of a Jewish Hoch
schule—a term which covered a technical institution and vocational school
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The Democratic Faction, with Herzl (seated in center of second row), at Fifth 
Zionist Congress, 1901

as well as a regular academic university program and was thus often re
ferred to as the Jewish University project. The idea was not new. It had 
been put forward at the First Zionist Congress by Professor Hermann 
Schapira, but no practical suggestions for the founding of a university 
had been made at the time or since. Weizmann had given the idea some 
thought during the previous year,147 though it was not yet clear to him 
what shape such a university would take or where it would be located. 
What was clear was the fact that, due to the new restrictions against Jewish 
students in Russia and attempts to restrict their numbers in the West, 
the project needed urgent consideration. Weizmann's speech at the con
gress was couched in general terms. His main demand was that "we Zi
onists must intervene here, too, and though we are conscious of the fact 
that we are not yet in a position to accomplish anything concrete in this 
matter, we must nevertheless begin with the collection of information, 
and if we do this in the name of the congress we may hope that a prop
aganda campaign, conducted in the name of Zionism, will bear fruit. What 
we are asking for is the preparatory work, the preliminary research . . . 
Such new perspectives open up [the possibility] for a Jewish profes
sional institute [Fachschule] which would also become a citadel of Jewish 
studies [juedische Wissenschaft] . . ." 148
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There were reactions to the demands of the cultural commission from 
the two orthodox rabbis present at the congress, Rabinovich and Reines, 
with the latter declaring outright: "The cultural question is a disaster for 
us. Culture will destroy everything. Our region is completely orthodox. 
With culture it will be lost. Cultural questions must not be part of the 
Basel Program . . ." 149 With some sixty delegates registered for the de
bate, Herzl tried to defer the discussion and decision on the resolutions 
submitted by the Democratic Faction until after the election of the Ac
tions Committee, that is, until the closing hours of the congress. Motz- 
kin, Buber, and the artist pphraim Lilien protested and appealed this de
cision. Herzl forced his viewpoint after a harsh discussion on procedure. 
This so embittered the members of the Democratic Faction that without 
prior agreement they got up and left the hall for an hour as a sign of 
protest.150 The exit of the Democratic Faction made a deep and, for the 
most part, negative impression on the congress, this being the first such 
instance in the movement's history and thus constituting a dangerous 
precedent—as became evident in the Sixth Zionist Congress. Alexander 
Marmorek, who immediately understood these implications, turned to 
Herzl with a request to stop this spontaneous exit. Herzl replied, "Don't 
get upset. These are not the worst people among us."151 Later Berthold 
Feiwel presented Herzl with an official protest on behalf of the Demo
cratic Faction and informed him that he and Weizmann had resigned from 
the congress secretariat.152

Having asserted his authority, Herzl opened the floor to debate on the 
cultural question as soon as the elections had taken place. The Faction 
had, in the meantime, returned to the congress hall—without Weiz
mann. When they began to inquire after him, they were told that Herzl's 
attitude toward the Democratic Faction so affected him that he took ill. 
Thus, Weizmann missed the final session of the congress.153 Most of the 
resolutions of the cultural commission were accepted, including the ma
jor resolution which declared the cultural question an essential element 
of the Zionist program. A large cultural commission was set up, com
posed of, among others, Nahum Sokolow, Ahad Ha'Am, Bemstein- 
Kohan, Martin Buber, Israel Zangwill, Rabbi Moses Gaster, and Chaim 
Weizmann. On the other hand, no funds were set aside for subvention 
of the publishing house Juedischer Verlag. Concerning the university, 
Herzl declared that the Actions Committee was very interested in this 
issue and would continue to investigate it. It was dear that Herzl wanted 
the adoption of the resolutions, for which he voted demonstratively.154 
All in all, the members of the Faction had good reason to be satisfied 
with their achievements at the congress.155

In his concluding speech, in which he enumerated the achievements 
of the congress—the opening of the bank for business, the final creation 
of the Jewish National Fund, and the revision of the statutes of the World 
Zionist Organization—Herzl also expressed his pleasure at the presence 
at the congress of "a youthful group, which is faithful, sometimes in a 
rather lively way . . ."156 Herzl was not far off the mark. The day after
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the close of the congress, Weizmann appeared at the head of the Dem
ocratic Faction, which he presented to Herzl with the following quip: 
"Before you stands His Majesty's most loyal opposition."157 Weizmann 
spoke in a humorous vein, but his words accurately reflected his concept 
of the role and obligations of the Democratic Faction.
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Within less than a month Weizmann had a chance to prove that the 
Democratic Faction was, in fact, a loyal opposition which stood within 
the World Zionist Organization and defended not only the principles of 
the Basel Program but also the leader chosen to implement this pro
gram. On the eve of the Fifth Zionist Congress Herzl had sent a cable to 
Sultan Abdul Hamid in which he declared, in the name of those assem
bled at Basel, the "acknowledgment of deep devotion and of . . . grat
itude which all Jews feel for the benevolence always shown them by
H. I. M. the Sultan . . Z'1 This telegram was acknowledged by the Sub
lime Porte, a fact which Herzl made known to the congress during the 
evening session of December 28.2 The participants at the congress re
ceived the news with a standing ovation. Not so the Bulgarian, Greek, 
Polish, Georgian, Russian, Armenian, and some anti-Zionist Jewish stu
dents of Geneva who read about it in the press. On December 30 they 
passed a resolution protesting indignantly Herzl's gesture toward "the 
arch-assassin Abdul Hamid" and expressing contempt for the Zionist 
congress. This was communicated to Herzl by cable.3

Upon returning from Basel to Geneva, Weizmann and his friends or
ganized three meetings to defend Herzl.4 One important outcome of these 
meetings was that those supporting Herzl's telegram to the sultan split 
away from the other Jewish students and, at the end of January 1902, 
formed a Zionist student society called Hashahar (The Dawn), headed 
by Weizmann.5 Vera also joined. So did Zvi Aberson, whose brilliant talk 
at the Youth Conference gained him a special stature among the stu
dents. He was commissioned by the Faction to turn it into a pamphlet, 
visited some of the important European libraries for this purpose, and 
finally returned to Geneva empty-handed. Although Weizmann con
sidered Aberson a batlan par excellence, he also admired and cherished 
him.6 It is not quite clear why a group such as Hashahar was necessary 
since the Geneva Zionist Society, of which Weizmann was president, had 
been in existence since April 1899.7 Perhaps Weizmann felt the need to 
regroup his followers in a revitalized organization in light of the creation 
of the Democratic Faction, whose members were dispersed throughout

92
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Western and Eastern Europe. Possibly he saw this as an opportunity to 
found a group of loyal followers who would form a counterpoint to the 
Motzkin-dominated Kadimah in Berlin.

In light of the events at the Fifth Zionist Congress, it is not surprising 
that a telegram to Ahad Ha'Am was sent in the name of Hashahar which 
stated: "The Geneva Hashahar group extends its greetings to the dear 
and only Ahad Ha'Am, and wishes him long and glorious service to the 
national cause."8 Yet a telegram of respectful greetings also went from 
Hashahar to Herzl.9 Both telegrams were sent at Weizmann's initiative. 
They were not sent to these two personalities, who stood at opposite 
ends of the Zionist ideological spectrum, merely out of diplomatic con
siderations. That Ahad Ha'Am was seen as a spiritual mentor of the 
Democratic Faction is clear; one could even make the case that the Fac
tion was the spiritual successor of the now defunct Bnei Moshe. And 
yet, for all his criticisms of Herzl, Weizmann continued to admire the 
man and have faith in the possibilities of a diplomatic triumph by him. 
Herzl had traveled to Constantinople in mid-February 1902 at the invi
tation of the Porte.10 Writing to Vera, Weizmann commented that "great 
things are happening in Zionism now. Our dear, untiring leader is in 
Constantinople, and yesterday I received a telegram from Buber in Vi
enna: 'Wide concessions expected.' Keep this secret, my little girl!"11 In 
the event, there was not much to keep secret. Though Herzl was able, 
for the first time, to actually negotiate with the sultan's subordinates, he 
did not come away with any tangible results.12

Weizmann was too much of a pragmatist to dismiss Herzl's diplomatic 
efforts. He realized the propagandists value Herzl's negotiations had 
had on the movement itself and in the eyes of outside observers; he him
self was later to employ the Herzl technique: negotiations with powerful 
individuals and governments as if backed by a strong, united, and well- 
endowed organization. As future developments were to bear out, Weiz
mann went one step further. He later acted in the name of the Demo
cratic Faction after it had all but ceased to exist.

In the period after the Fifth Zionist Congress, the Democratic Faction 
seemed to be well launched. Its members had reason to expect an even 
more decisive success in the future. It also appeared to outsiders that 
Weizmann had emerged from the Youth Conference and the Fifth Zi
onist Congress as the Faction's strong man. True, Martin Buber and Leo 
Motzkin shone more than Weizmann at the congress, but it was clear 
even to casual observers that without Weizmann's persistence and or
ganizing ability the Democratic Faction would never have been estab
lished. Yet the Faction's initial success was not left unchallenged. The 
important paper Hamelitz, which was close to orthodox circles, called the 
members of the Faction "the heroes of claptrap."13 Menahem Ussishkin, 
the powerful leader of the Russian Zionists, who represented the United 
Faction, continued to view the Democratic Faction as an ineffective and 
artificial instrument.14 He had little regard for the Russian-Jewish colo
nies in‘the West, calling them "the hot-air factories."15 The annual meet-
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ing (Delegiertentag) of the German Zionist Federation (ZVfD), which took 
place in May in Mannheim, also objected to the formation of the Fac
tion,16 and there were other attacks in both Eastern and Western Eu
rope.17 There were, of course, also defenders of the Faction, notably 
Klausner, who went on record in Hashiloah's January 1902 issue,18 but 
these seem to have been fewer in number.

Had it continued to react as a cohesive group, as it showed itself ca
pable of doing at the congress, the Democratic Façtion would have been 
able to weather these minor skirmishes. Yet from the outset the Faction 
was faced with enormous organizational and interpersonal problems: The 
students from whom it derived its strength were preoccupied by a myr
iad of problems of their own, mostly the need to finish their training and 
earn a living. Once the congress was over, their enthusiasm subsided in 
the face of daily struggles. Few were in Weizmann's enviable position of 
having an academic appointment and some funds, and fewer still could 
contribute to the cause either with their time or materially. The Rus
sians—including Bemstein-Kohan, Shmarya Levin, Isidore Eliashev, Victor 
Jacobson, David Farbstein, and others—who were senior to Weizmann 
in age and service to the movement, and whose stature was necessary 
to bolster the prestige of the Faction, were somewhat intimidated by Us- 
sishkin's opposition. In any case they could not, for economic and polit
ical reasons inherent to life in Russia, help much and on an ongoing ba
sis. But the crucial factor in the eventual demise of the Faction was the 
fact that the Youth Conference had not endowed any one person with 
the leadership role. The division of power and tasks between Berlin and 
Geneva bore the seeds of destruction. Such a division would have been 
problematic under the best of circumstances. Given the antagonism and 
power struggle between Motzkin and Weizmann, who respectively headed 
the Faction members in Berlin and Geneva, failure to carry any mean
ingful work to a reasonable conclusion was all but assured.

The first salvo to strike at the unity of the Faction came from none 
other than Motzkin. In addition to his grievance against Weizmann for 
the Getzova affair, he now had an added reason to be angry, namely, 
Weizmann's harsh criticism of his speech at the Youth Conference. 
Motzkin sought an opportune moment to repay him in kind and to hu
miliate Weizmann publicly. The opportunity presented itself immedi
ately after the congress in the wake of an error of judgment made by 
Weizmann. In 1901 Nachman Syrkin had founded an organization called 
Herat (Freedom), which held its official founding congress in 1902.19 The 
function of Herat was to wage war on the major Jewish philanthropic 
organizations in the West, particularly the Jewish Colonization Associa
tion (ICA). The plan was to lead the Jewish masses from Whitechapel in 
London in demonstrations against the ICA in order to force the organi
zation to provide financial support for Zionist activities.20 It was not new. 
ICA had often been the target of Zionist ire. Weizmann himself had 
mentioned a similar idea in November 1902 in a letter to Motzkin.21 
Moreover, Weizmann must have clearly remembered the humiliation in-
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flicted upon Ahad Ha'Am and other Zionists by Baron Edmond Roth
schild, which was directly linked to ICA procedures in Palestine. At the 
Fourth Zionist Congress there had been an unsuccessful attempt by Syr- 
kin to extract money from the ICA for the Zionist movement by means 
of an organized protest demonstration.22 Even such dignified Western 
representatives as Max Nordau and Israel Zangwill had used strong lan
guage in connection with the ICA at the fourth and fifth Zionist con
gresses.23 When the program of the Democratic Faction was finally artic
ulated in June 1902, it contained a resolution that called on all Zionists 
to "commence the battle against [the ICA] with the greatest energy . . ,"24 
It was natural enough for Weizmann to accept an invitation extended by 
Syrkin at the Fifth Zionist Congress to a few members of the Democratic 
Faction to discuss the idea of a demonstration in London against the ICA.25 
Though these talks had not been authorized by the newly founded 
Democratic Faction as a whole, they would not have aroused contro
versy had the initiative not come from Syrkin. Weizmann himself had 
some qualms on this account, since Syrkin had been something of an 
outcast in respectable Zionist circles.26 Clearly Weizmann, who had pre
vented Syrkin's Hessiana group from attending the Youth Conference,27 
was well aware of Syrkin's place in the movement; he had accepted the 
latter's invitation since the issue at stake was widely known and of im
mediate concern. Perhaps he thought Herzl might be attracted to the 
idea.28

Nevertheless; Weizmann made a mistake by not consulting the Dem
ocratic Faction as an organization before agreeing to a meeting with Syr
kin, and Motzkin was determined to make him pay for it. The matter 
could certainly have been handled quietly, but Motzkin wanted a public 
humiliation which, at the same time, would assert the preeminence of 
the Faction's Berlin branch and his own personal leadership. Seven 
members29 of the Democratic Faction in Berlin met on January 9, 1902, 
and unanimously resolved to request the Geneva Information Bureau to 
notify immediately all members of the Faction about the breach of dis
cipline committed by Weizmann, Menahem Sheinkin, and Joshua Bukh- 
mil.30 The written protest that was sent from Berlin to Geneva stated that 
the Berlin members viewed the organization of activities against the ICA 
with great misgiving since it was taken without the knowledge of the 
entire membership, which had been present at the congress when this 
transgression took place. Other reasons were that the demonstration 
against the ICA was planned in concert with a person who stood outside 
the Faction (Syrkin), and that those involved had turned to Herzl, who 
may have been misled to believe that they spoke in the name of the en
tire Democratic Faction membership:

All the aforesaid forces us to regard the actions of our members as going 
against the Faction's discipline and tactics and good common sense. More
over, this rude breach of discipline at the beginning of the Faction's exis
tence discredits the Faction in the eyes of other persons and demoralizes it 
in the eyes of the members themselves, bringing to naught its moral au-
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thority and granting unlimited liberty of action to each of its members, which 
is inadmissible in any organization, and especially in our Democratic Fac
tion.

We, seven of the members of the Faction, consider it our moral duty to 
protest against such a breach of discipline as an act which disrupts our cor
porate solidarity and thus adversely affects our work . . .31
Weizmann had the full backing of the Geneva Information Bureau in 

this matter, but he did not want a split in the Democratic Faction and 
tried at first to settle matters amicably. His first letter to Motzkin began 
with a Hebrew passage from the New Year liturgy: "I tremble when I 
open my mouth to utter my words/'32 He immediately touched, though 
in the form of questions, on Motzkin's real motivations for sending the 
official protest: ". . . is this protest the result of a carefully considered 
strategy? . . .  I think that your action is fraught with disastrous conse
quences for our common cause. If you did not mean to 'protest' against 
us, but to point out, for the sake of the cause, the error we have made— 
was an 'official' protest really necessary? Could not a simple, friendly 
exchange of views have preceded this drastic, irrevocable step? Could 
you not have found some way of having it out with me otherwise than 
through the Information Bureau? Is it possible that you have acted on 
the spur of the moment?"33

Then came the explanations and excuses which, at the same time, did 
not amount to an admission of guilt: Those who took part in the delib
erations had promised not to divulge anything; the initiative for the 
meeting did not come from Weizmann; the idea of combating the ICA 
was in conformity with prevailing notions within the Zionist movement 
and, in any case, the meetings were on a consultative basis; there could 
be no talk of public action since they were still debating the issue; Weiz
mann had the right to discuss matters in private which conformed with 
his own beliefs; discussions with Herzl were not on behalf of the Dem
ocratic Faction; all who took part in the meetings did so as individuals 
and therefore did not breach party discipline; and, finally, the Demo
cratic Faction itself had not yet decided in principle whether one of its 
members could take part in an honorable matter without asking permis
sion of the entire group. Weizmann ended his letter with an appeal to 
Motzkin's conscience and feelings: " . . .  I have proved by my work that 
I am able to do anything that seems to me expedient and necessary for 
the cause. Is it really necessary, just like this, to reproach a man for his 
willingness to do some work, where die ganze Person [his whole being] is 
at stake? . . . you must not and cannot condemn your already ex
hausted friend."34

Motzkin was unmoved, alternating between periods of rude silence, 
in which he ignored Weizmann's appeals, and insulting demands that 
Weizmann appear in person in Berlin to give account of himself.35 The 
Berlin members continued to insist on publication of their protest in one 
of the Faction's circulars. Weizmann tried to reason with Motzkin again: 
"We have known each other and worked together for nine years. Is one
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instant sufficient to destroy everything? . . .  I declare that yoyr protest 
will have lamentable results: it will blow up the Faction and throw to the 
winds everything that has started to take shape. You are throwing a 
bombshell without taking into consideration that it will wreck the entire 
venture . . . Good-bye . . .  I should like to express my fervent wish to 
put an end to all this. It hurts."36 Weizmann's pleas were buttressed by 
the more official tone of the Geneva Information Bureau, which asked 
Berlin on February 2 to reconsider its demand for publication. The Ber
liners would not reconsider and their protest was finally published as a 
confidential appendix to the Information Bureau's third newsletter on 
March 18, 1902. A rejoinder was made by Weizmann and Zvi Aberson 
on April 20 in the fourth newsletter, which was also the last to be pub
lished by the Information Bureau.37

The matter did not rest there. In mid-March Motzkin urged Weiz
mann to come to Berlin in order to reestablish normal relations between 
the Berlin group and the Information Bureau in Geneva. But this time it 
was Weizmann who was not in a hurry. Chemistry and his own re
search would take priority. Already in January he had reported that his 
laboratory work was going very well.38 By mid-March he had completed 
an important piece of research in collaboration with Deichler which would 
reduce the cost of alazarin—a basic material in the manufacture o# dye
stuffs—by 30 to'35 percent. He was eager to demonstrate the discovery 
to the Bayer Works at Elberfeld, as was required by his contract.39 He 
was quite confident of the results and in a moment of ecstasy wrote: "If 
it proves technically sound, for from the scientific point of view there is 
no doubt, I shall drop chemistry for two or three years and travel to 
America to do propagandists work, and throughout Russia also, all of 
which can easily happen . . Z'40

It took almost two weeks for Weizmann to arrive in Berlin. On the 
way he visited Sophia Getzova and her dying sister in Bern, spent the 
Purim holiday with his friends in Heidelberg, and stayed three days with 
Deichler in Nieder-Ingelheim. A few hours after his arrival in Berlin, on 
March 28, he met with Motzkin. That night he wrote to Vera in a mood 
of great depression and loneliness: ". . . Motzkin, of course, is of
fended, and, generally, exasperates me by his false enthusiasm and his 
utter worthlessness. Some compromise will surely be reached, but the 
wound will not heal, since we can no longer have the same attitude to 
each other as we used to have . . .  I would sacrifice everything for the 
cause not to suffer [because of internal bickering]."41 Over the next two 
days there were a series of meetings between Weizmann and the Berlin 
group. A compromise was indeed reached; it is not quite clear what was 
decided, but it seems that Motzkin's attempt to assert his and Berlin's 
prime authority over the Geneva Information Bureau had failed.

The tactics Weizmann employed are unknown, but it is clear that he 
was at least partially successful in dividing the opposition. Among the 
"lively elements" in Berlin were Berthold Feiwel, whom he had already 
met at Basel, and Felix Pinkus, two "Western" Zionist students. "Feiwel
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is a joy/' he wrote to Vera. "In his company one can relax."42 And a 
day later: "I am spending the whole time at Feiwel's . . . He is a won
derful man and is most gifted . . . It's quite possible that he will come 
to me for a rest because he is physically worn out."43 Within a couple of 
days after his arrival in Berlin, Feiwel had replaced Motzkin as Weiz
mann's most trusted friend. Weizmann left Berlin for Switzerland with 
Pinkus after having persuaded Feiwel to come to Switzerland for rest and 
joint work in Zionist affairs.44

Weizmann departed from Berlin in a triumphcfnf mood. It was almost 
a year to the day since the preparatory conference had convened in 
Munich, and in this short period of time he had witnessed the creation 
of the Democratic Faction and weathered a serious challenge to its unity. 
The breach had now been patched, but the alliance between Berlin and 
Geneva was precarious at best. By the time he left Berlin, Motzkin was 
no longer the unchallenged leader of the "progressive" and "radical" 
forces of Russian Zionists in the West. At best he was now recognized 
by Weizmann as an equal. With time Weizmann's contempt for Motz- 
kin's inertia deepened and his respect for his erstwhile teacher evapo
rated. Weizmann's self-esteem, which had often been bruised by Motz
kin, was now restored, but, at the same time, he was unable to move 
the Berliners to active participation in the Faction's affairs. What made 
matters particularly difficult was the fact that the Youth Conference had 
elected a committee to draft the program of the Democratic Faction, in 
which Motzkin was the central figure.45 But Motzkin, as usual, was not 
in a hurry to take the initiative in convening this committee. "Everybody 
is looking forward to the results of the program committee's work," wrote 
Weizmann to Motzkin. "As far as I know, nothing has yet been done by 
the other members—I don't know how things are with you. It's March 
already, and the program must be published by the end of the month."46 
Seven weeks later he inquired again: "What's happening in the program 
committee? Have you had a reply from the other members of the com
mittee? Do I have to write to them? . . ."47

The delay in the work of the program committee was not due solely 
to Motzkin's inertia. Most of its members were either too poor to pay for 
the fare to the West or too busy with their studies. Finally five members 
of the committee met in Heidelberg for six days (June 16-22).48 Most of 
the preparatory work and early drafts for the program were done by 
Motzkin, and most of his suggestions were accepted without alterations. 
The result was a rather cumbersome and wordy twenty-four-page doc
ument divided into six sections, including a general section on Zionist 
principles, one detailing the reasons for the need for factions in Zionism, 
one on the history of the Faction, one on its special program, a tempo
rary statute, and a section on tactics.49 The most detailed and informa
tive chapter dealt with the Faction's special program, which foreshad
owed many activities later undertaken by the World Zionist Organization. 
The program reiterated the Faction's adherence to the Basel Program, to 
principles of democracy in the Zionist movement, and its commitment
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to cultural work and social justice for all Jews, declaring that Zionism is 
not a reaction to anti-Semitism but stems from the will of the Jewish na
tion to maintain and develop its unique and individual characteristics.50

As to its practical program, the Faction declared war against oppor
tunism in Zionism, against the use by nonreligious Jews of religion as a 
basis for Zionism, against philanthropic Zionism, and against hero wor
ship (Personenkultus), the last item being a reference to Herzl. All Zionist 
institutions must be run democratically, including the bank, the Jewish 
National Fund, and Die Welt, the official organ of the movement. In Pal
estine all land must be owned by the state and cooperative ventures are 
to be encouraged. The Zionist movement needs to prepare the ground 
for work in Palestine through research, purchase of as much land as 
possible, and the establishment of a special office in Palestine. The Fac
tion will strive for the promotion of extensive cultural enterprises, such 
as the study of the Hebrew language and Judaica in general, Jewish lan
guages, Jewish art, a Jewish university in Palestine, museums, and so 
forth. It would also promote sport, productive agricultural work, and co
operatives. As to ICA and the Alliance Israélite Universelle, it was de
cided to try to transfer the first into the hands of the Jewish nation (i.e., 
the Zionist movement) and to combat assimilation in the latter. Finally, 
the Faction called for immigration to Palestine.51

This program presented a challenge to the Zionist movement as a whole 
and to its leadership in particular. Many of the program points had been 
paid lip service-previously in various Zionist forums; now the Demo
cratic Faction demanded their activation. At the same time, the program 
committee, and Motzkin in particular, also presented a last personal 
challenge to Weizmann, since it was decided that until the. Faction's full 
membership meeting in October, the program committee would admin
ister its affairs.52 There is no evidence that Weizmann even responded 
to the challenge. It was devoid of meaning from the start, since the 
members of the committee were dispersed throughout Western Europe. 
A month later Weizmann commented, with a mixture of anger and irony, 
"Motzkin has at last sent a program . . .  As to convening a Faction 
Conference, he says (very characteristically) that he is ready to take the 
leadership on himself if Geneva agrees to carry out a considerable por
tion of the work, but Geneva doesn't want Mr. M[otzkin]'s leadership. 
This would mean doing all the work so that M[otzkin] could then write 
protests. Tant mieux . . ,"53 Weizmann was by now involved with the 
university project, which had priority in his eyes, and he waited to see 
how Motzkin would fare in handling the affairs of the Faction. In July 
he wrote to Motzkin with considerable satisfaction, referring to the com
mittee's decision to publish news bulletins, draft a program of action, 
enroll new members, and arrange for the Faction's first conference: "The 
program has not yet arrived . . . Not a single decision has been imple
mented as yet . . Z'54 After countless reminders to Motzkin, who was 
revising and rewriting it, the Faction's program was finally printed in 
August 1902 in German; a Russian edition appeared in January 1903.55
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In the midst of the controversy with Motzkin over the ICA issue, 
Weizmann complained, 'Tor the present, I must report that a blissful 
state of inactivity reigns in the Faction. Nobody has done a thing, no
body has carried out the work he undertook, nobody has fulfilled even 
such passive duties as sending subscriptions . . .  I can't give any reply 
to anyone. First, because I am just a letter-box and can't do a thing, and 
secondly because I have no idea what has been done by the others and 
in what way . . Z'56

As so often occurred when he was trying to impress his correspon
dent with the urgency of his case, Weizmann was exaggerating. True, 
from a purely organizational point of view the Faction was in disarray 
almost from the start, due to lack of leadership and internecine warfare. 
Apart from Weizmann himself, who continued to propagate the Faction's 
cause actively—for example, in Munich, where he successfully debated 
the Bundists for three straight days57—there were a few other activists, 
such as Yitzhak Berger in Minsk.58 Others inquired about the Faction, 
and there were new members.59 On the whole, however, there was little 
significant progress. Yet quite a number of individual members of the 
Faction made important contributions in the area that had always occu
pied a central place in the Faction's platform, namely, cultural projects.

The Faction had not formulated in detail its approach to the question 
of culture, nor did it define exactly what Jewish culture meant. It was 
thus left to individual members to formulate their own projects and ideas 
in this area. The first and, eventually, the longest-lasting and most suc
cessful idea to be carried out was the founding of the Juedischer Verlag 
publishing house, the first Zionist publishing house in Western Europe. 
The idea of a Zionist publishing house was broached to members of the 
Fifth Zionist Congress in December 1901,60 and in his list of resolutions 
in the name of the Cultural Commission Martin Buber asked for finan
cial support of the enterprise,61 a request which was not approved by 
the congress.62 The Juedischer Verlag was launched in Berlin in January 
1902, and its leading members included Martin Buber, Berthold Feiwel, 
Ephraim M. Lilien, and Alfred Nossig—all members of the Democratic 
Faction.63 In line with the aims of the Faction, the publishing house tried 
to serve as an expression of the Jewish renaissance by publishing the 
spiritual, cultural, literary, and artistic treasures of the Jewish people as 
a foundation for the spiritual-cultural rebirth of the Jewish people. In 
September 1902 the Verlag was able to publish its first book, the Jue
discher Almanach.6* Edited by Feiwel and Lilien, the Almanach included 
works by authors from both East and West, some translated from the 
Yiddish and Hebrew. By the time it was transferred to the Zionist Or
ganization in 1907, the Verlag had become a great cultural and literary 
resource of the Zionist movement.65

Another successful enterprise, though not immediately,66 was the cre
ation of the Jewish Statistical Bureau (Bureau hier Statistik des jue- 
dischen Volkes), which was set up in Berlin in March 1902. It was or
ganized by a committee whose membership was drawn mainly from the



Public Ventures and Private Affairs 101

Democratic Faction and included Martin Buber, Berthold Feiwel, Bem- 
stein-Kohan, Leo Motzkin, and Chaim Weizmann.67 Later that year the 
bureau was replaced by a new body called the Jewish Statistical Associ
ation (Verein hier Juedische Statistik). The immediate aims of the Verein 
hier Juedische Statistik included: collecting statistical information about 
Jews already available through government and other agencies; under
taking a scientific analysis of such materials and its publication; making 
independent inquiries on the social and economic conditions of the Jew
ish people; and collecting funds which would make this work possible.68 
The first publication of the Verein, Juedische Statistik, was published by 
the Juedischer Verlag in 1903.69

In one form or another Weizmann was active in the work of the Jue
discher Verlag and the Verein hier Juedische Statistik through fund-rais
ing, administration, advising on content or form, and actual participa
tion in some of the projects. Yet his heart and mind were set on a project 
which he increasingly came to view as his own personal goal and the 
most important task facing the Democratic Faction: the Jewish university 
project. As it became clearer that the Democratic Faction had failed from 
an organizational point of view, Weizmann devoted ever-increasing 
energies to this project. In any case, it was the kind of work that suited 
his temperament and inclinations best. He could not easily work With a 
large team, nor within an institution with a mandate from and respon
sibility to the masses, where he would be bound by decisions taken 
democratically and consuming much time. He did not have much faith 
in the judgment of the masses in Eastern Europe, as he often pointed 
out. He was essentially an elitist who was attuned to the voices of the 
masses and the currents of his movement but, at the same time, pre
ferred to carry out its ideas by his own methods and at his own pace. 
For a junior lecturer who did not have the support and backing of many 
followers, it was a tremendously courageous—some of his friends called 
it foolhardy70—step to attempt to establish a Jewish university under the 
conditions prevailing in 1901, without funds and with the mere backing 
of a statement by the Fifth Zionist Congress that "the Congress requests 
of the Actions Committee to carefully study the question of the estab
lishment of a Jewish institution of higher learning [Juedische Hoch
schule]."71

In a letter to Ahad Ha'Am, Weizmann referred to the congress reso
lution concerning a Jewish institution of higher learning: "I must admit 
that I only joined the Cultural Commission [as the representative from 
Switzerland] to tackle this task—its theoretical aspect first."72 Ahad 
Ha'Am's cool, if not totally negative, reply73 did not deter Weizmann, 
and it became clear that most of his time would be devoted to this proj
ect. Weizmann remained vague as to what kind of a university this would 
be and where it would be established, but that it was becoming more 
and more a practical necessity to have such a Jewish university he had 
no doubt. At the Munich preparatory conference in April 1901 Weiz
mann réasoned that there were signs that those Jewish students who were
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increasingly barred from the Russian universities74 would soon find dif
ficulty in gaining entrance to the German and Swiss universities as well.75 
It was a theme to which he returned in his speech at the Fifth Zionist 
Congress76 and on many other occasions as well.

Weizmann was able to watch these developments at the Western uni
versities at close range. By 1900 Swiss authorities had begun to worry 
over the flood of Russian students flocking to their universities and started 
to tighten entrance requirements. At the same time, the shutting down 
of three of the four women's medical schools in Russia in 1900 sent large 
groups of female students abroad. The universities of both Bern and Ge
neva experienced a great spurt in applications beginning in the winter 
semester 1900-1901—among them that of Vera Khatzmart—which in
creased the unease among the administrators of Swiss universities even 
more.77 There were similar developments at the German universities. In 
the first-known letter by Weizmann on the subject of the university, he 
referred directly to these new restrictions in Russia and the West and 
spoke about the idea of a Jewish university as if it were already a well- 
known subject that did not need further introduction. His first practical 
solution was to begin with plans for the establishment of two or three 
technical colleges in the Pale of Settlement—Warsaw, Vilna, and Odessa— 
"and afterwards we should develop the Jewish University project."78 
Weizmann's ideas concerning an institute or institution of higher learn
ing were somewhat altered after the Fifth Zionist Congress: "I think there 
must be two institutions from the start: one in Palestine, devoted espe
cially to Jewish learning, another in Europe—a general University with 
a technical faculty and, of course, a chair of Jewish studies . . . What an 
important European-Jewish intellectual centre could be created at a Jew
ish university; it would be a synthesis of Yavneh and Europe!"79

Despite the urgency for the creation of a Jewish university, Weizmann 
deliberately took his time in the preparation of a proposal, taking care to 
first assemble the necessary data. He collaborated closely with Berthold 
Feiwel, his new ally and like-minded friend. In turn, they were assisted 
by the Bureau fuer Statistik des juedischen Volkes, which had appointed 
a subcommittee—composed of Motzkin, Kasteliansky, and Feiwel—to 
collect statistical data about Jewish students.80 Weizmann himself pre
pared a questionnaire which was distributed among them later that year.81 
In the meantime they turned for assistance to Herzl,82 who thought it 
possible to persuade the sultan to agree to the establishment of a Jewish 
university in Palestine since such a project would not have immediate 
political consequences. On May 3, 1902, Herzl wrote a letter to the sul
tan's secretary, Izzet Pasha, in which he broached the idea of a Jewish 
university in Jerusalem.83 On May 18, 1902, he also suggested to Izzet 
Pasha that "the project of a University in Jerusalem could serve as a screen 
for other matters . . Z'84 In any case, as Herzl pointed out to the sul
tan's secretary, this matter could best be treated face to face. In antici
pation of another meeting in Constantinople, Herzl pressed both Weiz
mann and Feiwel to provide him with an estimated budget for the
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proposed university, as well as a syllabus of lectures.85 The demand for 
quick action aroused Weizmann's—and his friends'—suspicion that Herzl 
might not be completely serious about the idea: "I am in no hurry. I am 
not at all willing to let the matter pass out of my hands and hand it over 
to Vienna, where it will be turned into light literature. I have every in
tention of going deeply into the problem . . Z'86 Weizmann had good 
reason to suspect lack of sincerity on the part of Herzl since on May 9— 
in the midst of Herzl's applications to the Sublime Porte on the matter 
of the university—SAC had rejected a request by Feiwel for a grant-in- 
aid for the preparatory work in connection with this very project.87 To 
Motzkin Weizmann wrote, "He [Herzl] hurried me so much that I sat 
up for two nights preparing the report for him. What kind of a game is 
that? To all appearances he seems not to have wanted me to finish the 
work on time . . Z'88

At the same time, he was not going to leave untried any possibility 
for furthering his idea. Within two weeks he crystallized the available 
data into a coherent "Plan for a Jewish University." The plan suggested 
a combination of a university providing higher education on an aca
demic level with a wider array of subjects emphasizing Jewish studies 
and a polytechnic. If possible, this institution would be in Palestine. If 
this should prove impossible, the only real alternative would be Switz
erland. The estimated capital cost for tike university was 5,437,000 marks, 
and its annual budget was figured at 735,000 marks. The plan also de
scribed in broad outlines the organization of the university and con
tained as well a list of proposed departments and related schools, such 
as a teacher's training college, school of applied chemistry, and others.89 
Weizmann followed this plan with a few letters to Herzl amending and 
supplementing his suggestions. At the same time he used the opportu
nity to serve notice that at the present time he and Feiwel were engaging 
merely in preparatory work and did not intend to present the project 
until it had fully matured. Just as important, he was anxious lest Herzl 
take over the project altogether.90 On this score he did not have to worry. 
As was pointed out, Herzl was interested in the university plan primar
ily for tactical reasons. Once the sultan had turned it down, he was happy 
to let the young "radicals" devote their time to this project.

Weizmann, for one, was so occupied with the university project, 
chemical experiments, propaganda forays on behalf of the Democratic 
Faction and against the Bund, organization of the Information Bureau, 
and an enormous correspondence, that he hardly had time to rest. In a 
letter to Herzl, Feiwel expressed his admiration for Weizmann's ability 
to undertake so many tasks with less than perfect health.91 Since the 
Munich preparatory meeting of April 1901 he had been hard at work, 
with only one brief vacation in Pinsk in September 1901. Throughout the 
academic year 1901-2 he complained about his health. In January 1902 
his condition was diagnosed as neurasthenia and weakness of the respi
ratory organs. He was advised to take a vacation, which he failed to do.92 
Towafd the end of the academic year he complained, "The state of my
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health has deteriorated to such an extent that with the best of good will 
I could not attend to affairs as I should have liked. I do not knqw what 
is in store for me: I am going to the doctor today. My general state of 
mind is foul too."93 To make things worse, Vera had left for Rostov-on- 
Don for a summer vacation on June 25 and for the next few days he was 
terribly depressed. "My head feels empty, my heart is empty and I am 
in a terribly dull mood . . Z'94 He now had to face a long separation 
from Vera and he felt dreadful, bereft of energy. His consolation con
sisted of his daily letters to Vera, which provide us with a detailed de
scription of his quickly changing moods, his plans, and aspirations. Above 
all, this three-month separation from Vera affords us a view into their 
relationship.95

Berthold Feiwel arrived in Geneva just in time to make Vera's ac
quaintance before her departure for Russia. One of the remarkable things 
about Weizmann and many of his peers is that these relatively young 
men and women were often in poor health due to unusual deprivations, 
hard work, and especially poor economic conditions while studying at 
the universities. Moreover, Weizmann and his colleagues were often in 
a state of great agitation; they were constantly speaking of their "frayed 
nerves," emotional and physical exhaustion probably due no less to their 
fiery and restless temperaments than to objective aggravating condi
tions. Feiwel, too, was ailing, suffering from heart trouble originating from 
overstrain while in military service in the Austro-Hungarian army in the 
late 1890s.96 Weizmann and Feiwel—or Toldy, as he was nicknamed— 
were good friends and allies by now. They both needed rest badly and 
planned to spend summer vacation in the mountains. Four days after 
Vera's departure, on June 29, the two friends went exploring and found 
a "marvelous place"97 in Leysin, a small health resort near Montreux. 
They rented two rooms in the Pension de la Foret, "near the sanato
rium, with a splendid pine-grove (1,450 metres) . . ."98 A postcard of 
Leysin shows the little house they lived in: "It's beautiful here, it's won
derfully sunny during the day and rather cool at night. The weather is 
excellent now. Half a minute away from us there is a lovely pine-forest 
and the mountains. The mountains are infinitely beautiful. There is a small 
village here (about 500 metres above us), and we live at a height of 1,500 
m. From it we can see the whole of Lake Geneva, the river Rhone as it 
falls into it, Montreux, and in very clear weather even as far as Lau
sanne . .

It was by all accounts an idyllic place to rest and recuperate. Yet while 
Toldy settled in the pension to begin his Milchkur (milk diet), Weizmann 
was forced to return to Geneva for a week. For one thing, despite his 
monthly retainer from the Bayer Works, he had run out of money. He 
had always been a bit careless in handling his financial affairs and, at 
the same time, was perhaps too generous with some of his friends— 
such as Aberson—who lived at his expense. No sooner had Vera left than 
he wrote that his dreams and plans for the summer were being wrecked 
by very formidable financial obstacles. He needed two hundred francs
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immediately; at one point he even threatened halfheartedly, to stay in 
Geneva for the summer, though this seems to have been intended more 
to impress Vera with the urgency of his need rather than serve as an 
actual alternative.100 What made things worse was that the discovery he 
had made with Deichler toward the end of 1901 had received an initially 
negative evaluation from the Bayer Works in Elberfeld. He returned to 
Leysin on July 7, where he learned of the factory's evaluation from Dei
chler. He therefore returned once more to Geneva on July 9, worked 
around the dock, checked his experiments, and got the same results he 
had previously obtained. He even suspected that the Bayer Works were 
cheating him.101 It is not clear what the final verdict from Elberfeld was, 
but in the end Weizmann's financial woes sorted themselves out. He got 
rid of the 'loafer" Aberson, "who is sitting on my back."102 Deichler had 
sent two hundred francs that were due Weizmann from the factory,103 
and Vera had sent an additional sum which she had borrowed on his 
behalf in Rostov.104

Vera learned early that in certain matters, especially financial and health 
matters, she could have her way, and she did not hesitate to scold Weiz
mann, albeit in a language couched in endearments to soften the impact:

. . .  Of course Chaimchik, I could not help noticing that of late your affairs 
were in a terrible mess. At the same time you did tell me that during the 
last few months you gave up taking the 100 fr. from Deichler to avoid find
ing yourself in the same equivocal position as last year. I was absolutely cer
tain, therefore, that you'd have no trouble about your trip [to Leysin]. I am 
at a complete loss to understand what happened, darling . . . Besides, to 
Hve in Geneva also costs you money. I simply cannot understand, my dearest 
child. What can I say? How can I insist on your going when you say that it 
is impossible? On the other hand, Chaimchik, when will you ever again have 
such a free summer? I so hoped that this summer you would recuperate, 
restore your shattered health and next winter not be so weak and nervous. 
You will not get better in Geneva. It is very hot there, and also you will be 
alone and therefore depressed and moody. Chaimchik, my child, you know 
that you can't go on with this kind of disorderly (in material terms only, of 
course) existence. You cannot and do not want to. Do try to understand, my 
joy, that you must take full advantage of this summer and that the state of 
your health doesn't permit you to wait until next summer. I don't dare in
sist, but please do all you can to leave. Do it for yourself, and for me . . .  I 
am so glad, my child, that you came to the conclusion at last that you can't 
go on any longer with this kind of irregular life. 1 hesitated to talk to you 
about it, but often thought with horror how irrationally you spend your 
money. For instance helping A. [Aberson] all the time . . .105

By July 12 he had returned to Leysin, where he was to spend the next 
five weeks. But vacationing was almost as hard for Weizmann as work
ing full time in Geneva. He was not relaxed, he was not used to freedom 
from discipline, and he could not fully enjoy the beauty and serenity of 
Leysin without Vera. To ease his anxiety he communicated with her daily 
by mail. But the post, if it reached its destination, took almost one week
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to ten days in each direction, and the lack of daily letters from Vera—he 
hated postcards—sorely tested his nerves. It was just as difficult for Vera, 
who, after the sophisticated life of Geneva, was housebound in pro
vincial Rostov.106 Her major diversion during the entire summer was a 
ten-day vacation in the Caucasus.107 She had pinned her hopes on the 
summer vacation, wishing that they could spend it together some
how,108 but since Weizmann was determined to continue to keep their 
relationship secret, there was no choice but to go to Rostov. It was a 
frustrating and painful separation, punctuated by momentary explosions 
of anger or exasperation.

Writing from Munich eh route to Rostov, Vera recalled:

Dearest Chaimchik . . .  I liked Munich very much, but all evening I felt ter
ribly heavy at heart. I kept thinking of the last evening we spent together in 
Geneva . . .  Do you know, Chaimchik, yesterday, as we strolled through 
the streets of Munich, every tall passerby looked like you. I am ashamed to 
confess to you, my child, that I, who adore my family, would rather go back 
to Geneva right now. It seems so terribly long since I saw you, and there 
are still three long, long months stretching ahead of us. It is awful . . .109

Their separation and the need to see each other became the major theme 
of their correspondence: "It is really impossible for me to imagine this 
vacation without you, utterly impossible. I keep imagining that the door 
is about to open and you will appear and I shall embrace you and cover 
you with kisses for all I'm worth,"110 wrote Weizmann. Vera was bored: 
"At home everything was, as usual, rather dull." She longed for Weiz
mann but was realistic about a speedy reunion: "And so, my love, when 
shall we see each other again? It is a little too early, kitten, to talk about 
it, isn't it?" She could not leave Rostov in midsummer; the most she 
could manage was to come to Geneva three weeks before the beginning 
of the semester.111

By now she should have known her lover, who was much less sensi
ble. It was certainly not too early for him to start talking about her return. 
Five days after her departure he mentioned, as if in passing, "Yesterday, 
during the journey, we were talking about how lovely it would be if you 
were to come here in August. We would rent a chalet and would all live 
together. It is much better than in Montreux. Well, my darling, is it fea
sible? Perhaps it is. We could be together for a month . . ."112 From then 
on he virtually bombarded her with his letters, daily alternating his 
expressions of lodging with demands for her return. It was a veritable 
campaign, in which he employed every possible incentive to woo her 
back. A day later he wrote, " . . .  I even feel like writing 'Do come here 
quickly.' For hours on end I feel a gnawing pain that completely en
slaves me, and all my efforts to drive my thoughts away and to forget 
remain futile . . .  I feel like shouting out loud, so loud that you can hear 
me, Verochka darling: I love you so very very much."113 As the month 
of July progressed, his demands became more explicit:
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The greatest happiness for me would be to know that you were soon com
ing back and that you would not leave me for a long, long time . . . Every
thing in my room that reminds me of you, of those evenings we spent to
gether, during which we became so attached to each other—all this arouses 
in me an acute burning pain. My heart aches all the time, gripped as if in a 
vise . . .  I never thought myself so soft or capable of such an attachment. 
I am happy and unhappy, all at the same time. But then my happiness is 
eternal. . . because I shall be seeing you, and even soon perhaps. You will 
spend a little time at home and then you will come to me. I shall cover you 
with kisses, embrace you, clasp you in my arms, and I shall be so happy 
with you . . . Oh, how I love you! I love you, I love you, I love you. 
Chaimchik.114

In his last letter to Vera, before her first postcard arrived from Rostov, 
he wrote from Leysin, "All the time I sit and dream how good every
thing would be if you were with us . . . Verochka, stay home for an
other two weeks or so, and then come. You will be able to study and 
rest here very well. Should you come, I shall, of course, stay on here, 
and later shall go home [to Pinsk] for three weeks for the Holy Days 
only . . .//115

Vera, who must havé had a hard time explaining to her parents the 
flood of letters and postcards by a man whose name they had never 4\eard 
before, was irritated by this tirade of requests and by his selfish de
mands. Two weeks after her arrival in Rostov she chided him:

Chaimchik, I can't come, do try to understand; it is not that I don't want to 
come, I cannot. You know, Chaim, how boundlessly I love you, how I suf
fered in Geneva when I could not see you for twenty days, how hard it was 
for me to leave you. Surely you know it all. So if I don't come it is because 
I cannot. It might have been better if I had remained in Geneva. But to spend 
only one month at home and then leave is something I cannot do. I talked 
to you about it, my dearest. If you remember, Chaim, I offered to stay with 
you in Geneva. True, I was hesitant at first. Of course, to have done that, 
we'd have had to tell my parents about our relationship. They would have 
understood then that I belonged not only to them and would no longer have 
insisted on my going home then, and by the end of the summer we might 
both have gone to Russia together. But then you regarded my suggestion as 
too big a sacrifice on my part, so I dropped it. But, Chaim, what can I say 
at home now? I cannot even hint of wanting to return to Geneva so soon. 
My parents have no idea of how we feel about each other. Only my sisters 
may suspect. Everybody will consider it terribly selfish of me and a com
plete lack of consideration on my part, and they will be right . . . Yet my 
youthful egotism and infinite love for you might have blinded me were it 
not for another major obstacle—the financial one. Chaimchik, I cannot come 
home for just one month when the trip alone (there and back) costs 120 rou
bles. You know, Chaimchik, my dear, my nice, my good, my beloved, that 
it is my brother and not my parents who sends me money . . . ever since 
his marriage it really weighs on me. Now you see, my joy, my baby, that I 
can't come to you even if I long with all my soul to be with you, and to 
belorig to you alone, my beloved friend . . .116
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Weizmann annoyed her on yet another score. Throughout the sum
mer he repeatedly swore her to secrecy about their relationship, even
tually suggesting that she tell only her sisters. On the other hand, as the 
occasion moved him, he discussed their love with those he deemed wor
thy of sharing it with him. Finally Vera exploded in anger:

Chaimchik, I find it very disagreeable that in quite a few of your letters you 
keep on reminding me to be sure to tell only my sisters about everything but 
absolutely no one else. I repeat, Chaimchik, I find it terribly unpleasant. You 
know that I have never said a word to anybody about our relationship, not 
even a hint, even though often I was disgusted by the need to pretend to 
behave toward you as formally as though you were a stranger. Especially I 
hated performing in front of people for whom I had no respect. It went against 
my grain but I never breathed a word to anyone; even Told you were the 
first to tell. As for my sisters, I can assure you that I said nothing to them 
about our relationship. But they are not so naive as to notice nothing. Reya 
could easily learn everything from your postcards to me, which she con
siders herself entitled to read. As to strangers' gossip—I can't be held re
sponsible. Particularly since every new arrival from the Congress talked about 
us freely without first ascertaining whether or not it was to our liking. I find 
it very strange, Chaimchik, that you should think these warnings necessary. 
Forgive me, dear Chaimchik, for mentioning this. I may be upsetting you. 
But even in your first letter this sentence startled me, but I restrained my
self. Now I find it incomprehensible and I feel offended . . ,117

Vera could reason with Weizmann as long as she wanted; the impact 
on the ardent lover was short-lived. To her letter of July 14 he replied, 
"I hate myself for causing you distress and poisoning your stay at home. 
Forgive me, my darling, I realize only too clearly that it is difficult for 
you to come and I shall adapt myself to these circumstances and impa
tiently await that happy day when we find ourselves together again in 
the good old way . . ." 118 But four days later he forgot all about the dis
tress he was causing her and came up yet with another of his many plans 
to bring her back to Switzerland before October:

O yes, listen my darling. I thought a lot last night about how to arrange 
things, and most likely I shall not go home at all, especially if father man
ages to come to me. And then, my joy, you can come by the end of August. 
This you must do for me, and we shall stay about three weeks in the moun
tains, and then on to Geneva, where I want to attend the scientists' meeting 
in September and work in the library. If you can come by the end of August, 
new style, then it will be perfect. You see, Verochka, for this I shall even 
give up taking part in the All-Russian Zionist Conference [in Minsk]. This 
will be the first time I shall have forsaken a publ[ic] duty because of my pri
vate life.119

Toward the end of Weizmann's stay at Leysin, Vera became totally be
wildered by his ever-changing plans:

About our meeting, you confuse me completely now, my darling. First you 
wrote me that you definitely decided not to go to Russia, and I began to
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dream of our living together somewhere in Switzerland. Then came the 
gloomiest letter in which you inform me that in five days you leave for Ge
neva and two, three weeks later you will go to Pinsk, and I began to dream 
of your coming here . . . Then you can't be sure of just what you will do, 
and in today's letter you hesitate . . .120
Vera was worried about Weizmann's health, which did not seem to 

improve much. It was difficult for her to know, however, if the gloomy 
tone of his letters was due to his frequent bouts of depression or to ac
tual physical ailments.121 At one point she advised him to go home to 
Pinsk even if it meant that he would not come to Rostov:

No, Chaim, you must promise me not to go on any propaganda tours, even 
if they demand it of you. It is enough, Chaim, you have been working with
out a break, constantly, and you've earned the right to have a rest. And so, 
Chaimchik, by the beginning of August you will be home. I am so glad. 
Chaimchik, darling, why shouldn't you come to us then? I am not going to 
insist because I know that it will be hard for you to undertake the journey, 
but I know that if there is the least possibility for you to do so you will come 
to your Verochka. Think about it and if you think it at all feasible, let me 
know at once . . -122

But a day later she changed her mind. She was not going to let him re
main in Russia and avoid Rostov at the last moment with son?e lame 
excuses, the way he did the previous summer:

Chaimchik, you must permit me to take back what I said [yesterday]. I beg 
and implore you, I insist, etc., etc., etc., that you come to Rostov. If you 
think it possible for me to go to Geneva now, then why shouldn't you find 
a way to come here: Unless you come here, it will be so long before we meet. 
You will again not meet my family . . . And I am so anxiôus for you to 
meet. Think, my love, you will be in Russia and not come to me . . .123

Three days later she repeated: "Naturally, my dear child, I shall not ask 
you not to go home, but if you do go home I insist that you visit 
us . . ."124

It is strange that Vera would have needed to convince Weizmann to 
come to Rostov after such a long separation. His hesitancy was due solely 
to his constant need to keep their relations secret from both families.125 
At the same time, hardly a day passed without a letter or two from him 
to Vera. Her first postcard from Rostov only arrived in Leysin on July 9. 
By then he had written Vera eleven letters and three postcards. He felt 
he deserved the same treatment: "Look, darling, I write every day. Not 
a single day has passed without my having the most urgent need to share 
the day's events with you. My darling, you could at least have scribbled 
a few lines during the journey. After all, trains stop long enough at sta
tions in Russia to let you give some sign of life . . Z'126 From then on 
he complained throughout the summer of either lack of mail or inade
quate mail (postcards) from Vera. "But Verochka did not keep her word 
and did not write a detailed letter. Why? Why? Why?"127 By mid-July, 
after he had received two letters from Vera, he assured her: "I shan't
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trouble you, Verochka, with requests to write to me more often. In all 1 
have had two letters from you (I don't want postcards), while by now 
you must have had fifteen from me. If you would only think a little about 
my state of mind, you would always find an opportunity to write to me. 
But I am not going to say another word about this."128 He kept his word 
for about two weeks: "Dear Verochka, my darling, what has happened? 
This is already the third day that I haven't had a letter from you, and I 
am very worried. Is everything all right? You should never do this, my 
darling, knowing how much your silence torments me . . .  As for me, 
I don't miss a single day . . . But I have said this a hundred times al
ready in my letters and you probably do not 'believe' me . . . I do not 
fail to share the slightest stirring of my soul with you and yet—I re
peat—you do not respond to it. Why, I really don't know, and it tor
ments me."129 When Vera's next letter arrived, his mood had changed 
completely. Vera must have been vexed and often irritated by this con
stant stream of complaints and changes of mood. In a moment of reflec
tion Weizmann himself once wrote her, "Such an enormous distance 
separates us that an exchange of letters proves almost impossible, es
pecially with a person like me, whose mood is more changeable than the 
weather."130 Vera had indeed been slow to write at first,131 but she was 
gradually acquiring the habit. All she could do was to calm her nervous, 
anxious, and worrying lover periodically: "Kitten, my sweet, my dear 
one, am I to blame if letters get lost? I swear to you that not one day 
passes without my writing to you. I write every day, right after dinner, 
and by 5 o'clock I am quite incapable of doing anything, I am so over
come by the desire to be with you and talk! And every day, every day I 
write to you—not postcards as in the beginning, but letters . . . And so, 
I dismiss, Chaimchik, your rebuke that I write seldom . . ," 132 

It is highly doubtful that even daily letters from Vera would have sat
isfied Weizmann's tremendous longing for her. Parallel with his expres
sions of loneliness and frequent bouts of depression caused by their sep
aration, his letters to her also reveal his strong sexual desires. The picture 
that emerges from these letters is of a lover who was often unable to 
contain his bursts of uncontrolled passion. Concomitant with tender and 
gentle expressions of love we also find outbursts such as these: "Verus- 
ya, my sweet. If you don't write about everything in the greatest pos
sible detail, I shall kiss you so much when you come that you will start 
screaming."133 A week later he wrote in a similar vein, "Verusya . . . 
Oh, would I kiss you . . . Oh, what a long time I would have to kiss 
you, Verusik, till you were black and blue all over, Veronka."134 As the 
summer progressed he became more explicit: "Yes, Verochka, of course 
next year we shall be together every day, we shall work together, but 
how can we quickly reach the time when we shall be beside each other, 
with one another, in one another?"135 Dreaming of the day they would 
meet in Russia, he wrote, "Verochka, Verochka, my joy, my beloved, 
beware of me: I shan't leave you alive after I get at you. My head is 
swimming at the mere thought of it."136 As that day. of reunion ap-
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proached, he reminded her again of his uncontained passion; "We shall 
soon see each other . . .  If only the hour would come more quickly when 
I shall see you, embrace you. Am I going to cover you with my kisses? 
Well, I am afraid nothing will be left of you, absolutely nothing, my child. 
I'll smother you, pinch you, bite you. But God, beware, my darling, for 
I am a savage!"137 Vera, being generally a less passionate and impulsive 
person, was also less expressive about her own sexual needs and de
sires. She was thinking ahead, though, to their living arrangements for 
the coming year. Even in the more permissive atmosphere of student life 
in Geneva, they had to be circumspect if they wanted to live together. 
Thus, Vera already began to plan in midsummer: "I wrote to Mme.
Vishni----- [probably a landlady in Geneva] asking whether she would
rent us an apartment. I would terribly like to live there. We shall never 
find such conveniences anywhere else. The main advantage is that there 
will be no landlady. If she refuses, I will try to find a room in your vi
cinity, my darling, and have dinner in your pension. That will be lovely, 
don't you think?"138

Weizmann's love and passion for Vera were not always matched by 
respect for her intellectual capacities or even her evaluation of daily ex
periences. On the train from Vienna to Volochisk she had a startling brush 
with anti-Semitism: *

There was an old Jew in the car with us. Our travelling companions didn't 
stop making fun of him, of his Jewish accent, his gestures, called him 
"sheeny." You can imagine my indignation. I went over to the Jew and asked 
him to sit next to me. Irritated by my interference, they began to pull his 
hair. I then gave him my place and sat in his. They decided, of course, that 
only a Jewess could behave like that and one of them pulled my arm and 
called me "sheeny" . . . Isn't it terrible, Chaimchik?139

Weizmann dismissed this experience in three words: "How dreadful, 
Verochka."140 When she wrote to him of an article that was arousing in
terest in Russia,141 he replied, "The article may arouse some interest among 
such goyim as the Jews of Rostov," thereby also showing disrespect for 
her own interest in the subject.142 There are only few occasions when he 
seriously engaged her intellectually. Though he did occasionally seek her 
advice in Zionist affairs, their relations in this realm were those of a teacher 
and his disciple. Both Vera and Weizmann accepted this situation as 
completely natural.

Weizmann was a relentless taskmaster. To him it was clear that Vera 
needed to spend the summer vacation brushing up on a number of sub
jects that he deemed important for her Zionist and general education. 
One week after her departure from Geneva, he asked, "Have you started 
to study Hebrew, and is it going well? You must read the Bible with the 
teacher without fail. I should very much like you to become acquainted 
at least to some extent with the spirit of the Book of Books . . ."143 An
other subject that could stand improvement in her education, in his 
opinion, was German. For one thing, it would permit her to read Die
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Welt and be informed of Zionist affairs. She could then help him with 
the Jewish university project. By the end of July he commented, "Judg
ing from your letters to Toldy, you are making very good progress, which 
pleases me infinitely. When you can read German, I'll get a wonderful 
edition of Nietzsche's [Also Sprach] Zarathustra."144 A week later he did 
reward Vera with such an edition.145 It was important to him that she 
study and admire Nietzsche as he did.146 His frequent references to 
Nietzsche are interesting in themselves, since he rarely read books that 
did not deal either with Zionism or chemistry. Ûe had a taste for the 
theater and for classical music, but certainly not for philosophy or liter
ature. There is no explanation of his admiration for Nietzsche except that 
at the time the philosopher was modish in Weizmann's circle. Moreover, 
one can also surmise that Weizmann juxtaposed, perhaps uncon
sciously, the philosopher's description of super humans to the "slavish
ness and servility" of Jews in the Pale,147 and his desire to see Jews be
come emotionally and physically free of the Galut.148

From the start, Vera proved to be a very obedient student; she was 
doing her best to acquire a taste for Hebrew, Zionist affairs, and other 
subjects her taskmaster came up with. The first paragraph of her first 
extant letter refers to Chaim as her teacher.149 Beginning with her first 
letter from Munich, en route to Rostov, Vera wrote, "And I, my kitten, 
shall try my best to work hard at Hebrew so that I should be able to 
write to you in Hebrew."150 Many subsequent letters speak of her deter
mination to leam Hebrew,151 though it is doubtful that she made much 
progress in this field, the only real evidence being the word "Sabbath" 
written in Hebrew.152 Despite the oppressive summer weather in Ros
tov, she involved herself in Zionist work, attending Zionist meetings, 
raising money for the Jewish university project,153 enlisting subscribers 
for the Juedischer Verlag, and converting members of her family and close 
acquaintances to the Zionist cause.154 She was also making some efforts 
to master German and read Die Welt, as Weizmann had demanded.155 
Ultimately, as with Hebrew, her German did not improve that summer 
beyond an elementary stage, and the Nietzsche edition probably col
lected dust on her bookshelf in Rostov.156 When she finally received the 
pamphlet Eine Juedische Hochschule, written in much simpler German than 
Nietzsche's work, she could not understand it and preferred waiting for 
a Russian translation.157 Regardless of her ultimate success in all these 
matters, it is clear that she was trying to follow Weizmann's advice and 
instructions as closely as possible.

Two exchanges, between Vera and Weizmann during the summer best 
reveal their intellectual relationship in general and Vera's sense of infe
riority in Jewish and Zionist affairs in particular. Three weeks after her 
departure Vera wrote, "You are the first who made me think seriously 
about Jewish problems, the Jewish Question; you were my first teacher, 
and it is for this that I love you so profoundly."158 Not surprisingly, 
Weizmann "read and re-read this letter."159 A few days later he replied 
at length in a paternalistic, rather self-satisfied manner:
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I analyze all these developments with delight and believe ever more in a 
harmony which grows slowly, little by little, but takes deep root, rather than 
the passionate, impulsive love which rushes like a tornado over the infat
uated lovers' heads but leaves nothing behind it but memories-^pleasant 
ones perhaps, but nevertheless only memories. With us, I dare hope, it will 
be different. Not only will it be, but it is. Moreover, Verochka, since you 
became one with me in the cause too, since you told me that you are a Zi
onist, since then, Verochka, our spiritual union has grown stronger, and what 
in other cases springs horn passion in our case, to my mind, has grown from 
a spiritual affinity . . . One more thing, my beloved. I always wanted to 
love the disciple in you too, so dear and so pure, with a pure simple soul 
unstained by anything; to cleanse you, my joy, of all assimilation, to lead 
you into the Movement. I never spoke to you about it directly, yët I followed 
with a watchful eye every stirring of your soul, without ever, ever—do you 
remember, Verochka?—wishing to penetrate it, without ever wishing to bring 
any pressure to bear. I believe in the victorious force of the Idea, in the co
gency of my arguments and of my Zionist life which you have had an op
portunity to observe . . .160
Vera's reply to this letter indicates that—for good reasons—she had 

not always been so sure of Weizmann's respect for her mind but, at the 
same time, acknowledged the transformation he had wrought in her en
tire Weltanschauung: *

Chaimchik, in character, temperament and even in our mental make-up we 
are very different and this always frightened and worried me . . . Chaim
chik, baby, I profoundly value your never attempting to lead me in a certain 
direction or to win me over to your way of thinking. Although, I confess, 
Chaimchik, that there were times when I found it painful that you seemed 
not to care or be interested in what goes on inside me . . .  I need not tell 
you how this frightened me . . .  By introducing me to Zionism and giving 
me an insight into Jewish and Zionist problems you turned me from a goya 
into a Jewess . . . essentially [though], my Zionism is of a very platonic 
type. Chaimchik, my friend, my teacher, this summer you must give me the 
kind of work to do that will help me to become involved rather than de
tached . . ,161

Weizmann could only nod in approval: "Verochka, my sweet, if you only 
knew how dear your convictions are to me, if you only knew how I fos
tered this. I see this as a flower which yields good fruit . . . You have 
understood me—and this is the most intimate thing I can tell you, my 
beloved, the most sacred thought which I allow myself only in such hours 
of spiritual communion with you."162

It was clear that Vera could lecture Chaim with some effect on ques
tions if money, and especially on his health, a subject she did not tire 
of bringing up in almost every one of her letters. From the start, how
ever, there was little chance that she would be treated as an intellectual 
equal or that she could seriously change Weizmann's mind on general 
political or Zionist issues. He asked her advice periodically, but by the 
time she replied he had either forgotten what it was she was responding 
to or had already made up his mind. For the most part, Vera was treated
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by Weizmann delicately and gently, as a person who needed his protec
tion and advice with every step she made. For her part, this seemed ac
ceptable—at least we have almost no evidence to the contrary. There is 
only one fleeting moment during the long separation in 1902 that Weiz
mann seems to have seriously sought Vera's advice. In one of her letters 
to Weizmann, Vera related how she had described him to her relatives: 
"AU I told them was that they never met such Zionists and that you have 
no life outside of Zionism, everything [else] is jqst extra. This is true, 
Chaim, isn't it?"163 The truth was a bit more complicated than that at 
this stage of his dual development as a chemist and a neophyte in Zi
onist public life. There had been a number of occasions that summer when 
he sought to reconcile the conflict between his work in chemistry and 
his Zionist activities, and in each instance he had come to the conclusion 
that "I have firmly decided to lead a more concentrated life from now 
on, to think more of myself—I mean of us—I want to start building the 
future we are to have in common."164 A day later he was more explicit: 
"I must regulate my activities in such a way that one thing [Zionism] does 
not interfere with the other [chemistry]; I shall then be healthier and more 
creative. I shall work and there will be no more financial difficulties."16? 
Vera was pleased with these pronouncements and supported them 
wholeheartedly, but as the university project began to take shape, he 
wavered in his resolve to keep his two main interests in balance. Toldy 
and he were discussing the Jewish university project one day and how 
to propagate the idea on a large scale. Who could direct such a cam
paign? Weizmann, of course. It would require many months of cam
paigning in Russia, England, and America. He was excited by the idea 
and its potential and sat down to write Vera:

I have to choose: either-or. If the Univerfsity] venture goes well, then it is 
unthinkable for me to work on my chemistry at the same time. I don't have 
to tell you this in so many words: you yourself know very well what chem
istry means to me, the laboratory with all its joys and sorrows, but at the 
same time you know, my lovely one, that the idea of the University is no 
less dear to me, if not more. Chemistry is my private affair, an activity in 
which I rest from my public duties. Let me put all material considerations 
aside and ask you the question from a purely moral point of view. The choice 
is difficult, deadly difficult, and I don't want to conceal the problem from 
you and am putting it to you in its plain, unadorned form, as it stands be
fore my own eyes. Having linked your life with mine, you must have your 
say, my darling, you must declare your attitude, and I am waiting for it.166
Vera answered, by return mail in the most unambiguous and forceful 

manner, realizing that she was responding to one of Weizmann's pe
rennial existential problems:

Yes, Chaimchik, we face a difficult decision . . . What can I say now? . . . 
On the one hand, I have no right to take you away from the cause—on the 
other hand, I have no right to contribute to the deterioration of your health. 
Chaim, I can only implore you to think most carefully about yourself, your 
physical condition and then only a little, a very little, about me.
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And now about something else, my dear friend. I cannot understand you: 
how you can so separate the moral aspect of the thing from the material 
one. I find it incomprehensible. Actually, when you give, up chemistry—you 
will be left penniless. In other words without any means at all. Is it possible 
that you are considering living off Jewish money? Chaimchik, but you will 
never be able to reconcile yourself to this. And once you leave chemistry, 
you'll find it very hard to get back. This whole thing is very unclear to me, 
Chaimchik, so I had better not talk about it. I want only to advise you not 
to sever yourself from chemistry. Kohan-Bemstein went through a lot dur
ing the period when he was employed by the Jews. "He gives his time, does 
good work," people said. "Yes, but he gets paid for it," was the answer.167 
Chaimchik, it seems to me that all this somehow can be arranged quite dif
ferently. Toldy and a few other more or less active, able people could re
main in the Geneva office. Then the work would be distributed between a 
number of people and not fall exclusively on you, and it would no longer 
be necessary for you to give up chemistry.168

Weizmann quite agreed:
Don't be afraid, my darling, that I shall give up to no purpose the chemistry 
which is so dear to me. All your arguments are quite correct, and I am bear
ing all this in mind . . . Vera, Vera, the whole aim of my letter was to tell 
you everything. I did not want to make any decisions without the bos^. . . 
As for the financial] side, I shall never get into Koh[an]-Bemstein's posi
tion: Zionism is developing differently, and I shall not be dependent on 
Jews.169

Far from giving up chemistry, Weizmann spent many hours each day 
preparing his lectures for the coming academic year and filling gaps in 
his own background.170 While Feiwel was preparing the Almanach for 
publication by the Juedischer Verlag, as well as an edition of Morris Ro- 
senfeld's Lieder des Ghetto, he wrote his chemistry lectures partly in French 
and partly in German and by the end of July he reported that he had 
been very successful and had prepared almost all his lectures, "some 150 
typewritten p[ages], from various sources. I am going to G[eneva] one 
of these days to look up periodicals. All this gives me great satisfaction 
and relief."171

The greatest source of satisfaction for Weizmann that summer was no 
doubt the development and maturation of his friendship with Berthold 
Feiwel. In retrospect it seems clear that Toldy—unlike Motzkin—was the 
first real friend with whom he could relax and enjoy himself as an equal 
from the moment they met. Feiwel was a year younger than Weizmann. 
He was bom in Porlice, near Bruenn, in Moravia. Unlike Weizmann, he 
had come from an assimilated background, but, inspired by Herzl and 
Zionist ideology, he gave up his studies in philosophy and devoted him
self to the cause. He was one of the very few Central or West European 
Jews who at the turn of the century went to Russia and Poland, and had 
mastered Russian, Polish, Hebrew, and Yiddish. He was a dashing young 
man who had great success with women. Moreover, he was a first-rate 
German stylist who seemed to find the right expression for each occa-



116 Chaim Weizmann

Weizmann in Leysin with Berthold Feiwel and Esther Schneerson, July 1902

sion.172 From all accounts he seems to have been a gentle and kind man, 
of even disposition and general good humor. By mid-1902 he was at
tached to Esther Shneerson, who had worked for and with Weizmann 
in Geneva during the first few months of 1902. Her own background was 
similar to Weizmann's. She was bom in 1876 in Lyadi (Belorussia) and 
was raised in the house of her grandfather. Rabbi Menahem Mendel 
Shneerson of Lyadi, the leader of Habad hasidim and the grandson of 
Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Lyadi. By 1898 she had forsaken her hasidic 
background and had turned to Zionism. She admired Weizmann and was 
in love with Toldy.173 It was thus quite natural that by mid-July she had 
joined both of them in Leysin.174 For brief periods they were also joined 
by Felix Pinkus, Weizmann's protégé from Berlin.175

In many respects Feiwel was the antithesis of Weizmann, and yet they 
seemed to complement each other perfectly. They had an intuitive un
derstanding and compassion for each other's needs and failings. Toldy 
seemed to radiate love and understanding from the very first meeting. 
Even Vera, who did not easily establish warm relations with others, felt 
this keenly. For almost a year and a half she had to endure a more or
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less hostile attitude from Weizmann's colleagues and friends, who saw 
her as an interloper, an assimilated beauty who had displaced the good 
party comrade Sophia Getzova, and she had been unable to penetrate 
their social circle. Though she met Toldy only briefly before her depar
ture for Rostov, she felt instantly that he had accepted her without res
ervations. Vera's notes to Feiwel and her constant inquiries after his health 
illustrate how pleased and grateful she was for his friendly attitude to
ward her. For their part, Toldy and Esther Shneerson expressed their 
friendship to Vera by joining Weizmann in sending her flowers they had 
picked on the mountains.176 Weizmann wrote with obvious relief, "I am 
so glad you've got to know T[oldy] and that you liked him. For he is the 
first of my comrades whom you've got to know like this. The others, like 
Kohan-B[emstein], adopted a different attitude."177 Weizmann and Toldy 
grew increasingly fond of each other over the summer. Toldy was a 
wonderful companion. In the absence of Vera, he was the only person 
in whom Weizmann could confide, and he told Vera so: "This is all I 
have; you and Toldy, the good, fine, really infinitely good Toldy. The 
better I know him the more I realize what a wonderful person he is, with 
a soul pure as crystal."178 He was as concerned with Feiwel's health as 
he was with his own, sharing the details of Feiwel's progress or lack 
thereof with Vera.179 On days when Feiwel was sick, Weizmahn was 
miserable and could not function well. "He is feeling ill, and this affects 
my state of mind too."180

There was a perfect meeting of minds between the two, and on days 
when Toldy felt well enough they could work together on the Jewish 
university project. This close collaboration with a serious and dedicated 
Zionist was all the more welcome to Weizmann because- of his constant 
frustrations with other members of the Democratic Faction: "Motzkin is 
outrageously lazy. I am not writing to him anymore and, generally, shall 
cease to take any further interest in the fate of the Faction. I am fed up 
with playing the rôle of an enfant terrible who, by the way, is paying out 
more than anyone else."181 Some four weeks later he exclaimed again, 
"The affairs of the Faction . . . everything is in just the same state, and 
no force can make this bunch of good-for-nothings move. We shall have 
to drop them and start a new life. Apparently this generation is not yet 
fit; evidently it was not bom to 'act,' to build, to create. Men of the Dias
pora, assimQationists—a prey to phrases, to forms of words, to stereo
types. Small people, with small brains and small ambitions. There is no 
boldness, no daring urge to assume responsibility for the honor of the 
cause."182 In the same letter, though, Weizmann revealed his noblesse 
oblige attitude to Zionism, his conviction that a small elite group of com
mitted Zionists would carry on the work: "We have to work more, to 
work for the good-for-nothings as well. There is an old Jewish tradition 
. . .  all Jews are responsible for one another, and you and I . . . have 
to pay with our nerves for the sins of others . . ."183 He returned to this 
theme again two days later: "I know full well that the path, the path of 
jews-^-Zionist Jews—is not strewn with roses, but I leave roses to rosy
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simpletons—roses exist only in novels . . . Please, my friend, keep in 
mind these words of mine: 'The whole aim of my life will be to serve 
our common cause together with you/ We shall make this the basic theme 
of our life . . .//184

He saw himself and Feiwel as members of the Zionist aristocracy who 
served on behalf of their people. Since they viewed themselves as an 
elite group, it was thus natural that the kinds of projects they turned 
their attention to were not geared to the masses buf \yere meant to serve 
a much smaller group of intellectuals. The Jewish university project was 
a perfect example. Weizmann saw this project as particularly suited to 
his own interests and inclinations; from the start he displayed a keen 
sense of possessiveness over it, fearing that Herzl or the Actions Com
mittee might take it over.185 Weizmann's approach to the Jewish univer
sity project was cautious, practical, and systematic. As he indicated at 
the Fifth Zionist Congress, he wished to begin by collecting information: 
facts and figures on Jewish students all over Europe and material on the 
European universities—their structure, syllabi, finances. All that mate
rial would have to be collected and analyzed. It was, as it were, a sci
entific attack on a problem, an approach that was far from commonplace 
among the students in his circle. In a letter to Herzl written just prior to 
his departure for Leysin, he outlined the nature of the preparatory work 
that needed to be investigated: the position of Jewish university stu
dents in Eastern and Western universities; a study of the students' living 
conditions; the relationship of the university project to Zionism; the plan 
for the university budget; and a study of the best propaganda methods. 
"We believe," wrote Weizmann, "that only when the preliminary ques
tions have been studied with sufficient care . . . will the project be ripe 
enough to be put before an official Zionist forum . . .  we consider that 
harm would be done even by a premature announcement of the project 
or by its being [in the] meantime made a topic for public discus- 
sion . . .

During intervals between Weizmann's preparation of chemistry lec
tures and Feiwel's work for the Juedischer Verlag, the two friends worked 
hard on writing a pamphlet on the university project. They collaborated 
well as a team and by mid-July the pamphlet was ready for the print
ers.187 Weizmann described the pamphlet as "my plan with Told's com
mentary, in which we substantiate everything."188 Buber, Feiwel, and 
Weizmann were named as the authors of the plan, although Buber had 
nothing to do with writing it.189 The pamphlet was divided into two parts. 
The first and larger part was Feiwel's creation.190 It described the diffi
culties encountered by Jewish students in Eastern Europe in obtaining 
access to institutions of higher learning, as well as the increasing obsta
cles placed in their way by such institutions in Western Europe. It then 
described the moral, psychological, and economic impact of these dis
criminatory practices on the young Jewish intelligentsia. A solution to 
these difficulties would be the creation of a Jewish university (Hoch
schule), if possible in Palestine, but if this should prove impractical—since
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this was an emergency—then for the time being in some other country, 
such as England or Switzerland, with the explicit understanding that it 
would be transferred to Palestine at the first opportunity.191 The second 
part of the pamphlet contained a slightly amended version of Weiz
mann7 s "Preliminary Plan for a Jewish University," submitted to Herzl 
in May 1902. The only major difference, in line with the first part of the 
pamphlet, was that England was added to Switzerland as an alternative 
temporary residence for the Jewish university, but apparently with a bias 
for England, since it appears in second place after Palestine.192

They now needed funds to publish the pamphlet—first in German. 
Toward the end of July Weizmann traveled to Diablerets, the Swiss va
cation spot of Samuel Shriro, a Lithuanian Jew who had been at the Youth 
Conference in Basel, where he had an opportunity to be impressed by 
Weizmann7s leadership. Shriro had made a fortune in the Baku oil fields. 
He had a tender spot for the young Zionists and gave Weizmann a 
hundred rubles, enough to print the pamphlet.193 To his friend Cather
ine Dorfman Weizmann described it crudely: "I got hold of a 'Maecenas7 
here in the mountains and stripped him of everything I could."194 In fact, 
Shriro eventually contributed another thousand rubles. Moreover, he 
promised that if Weizmann would tour the Baku region he could guar
antee a few thousand rubles more toward the university project.195̂ It was 
Weizmann's first experience in fund-raising.

For a number of reasons Weizmann was anxious to have ready for cir
culation before the end of the summer both the university pamphlet and 
the program of the Democratic Faction. Ozer Kokesch and Oskar Mar- 
morek had informed him in early July, on behalf of SAC, that the uni
versity project would be discussed at the annual conference, which would 
meet in lieu of the full Zionist congress in October.196 Since he had failed 
to convince Herzl to postpone public debate on the university,197 Weiz
mann was determined to have in hand a well-reasoned and carefully 
formulated plan. He was also preparing to go on a propaganda tour in 
Russia on behalf of the Democratic Faction and was also planning to at
tend the All-Russian Zionist Conference in Minsk in early September. It 
was clear to him that he could not show up at that conference without 
the pamphlet and program. By midsummer he asked Victor Jacobson for 
an itinerary acceptable to the regional leaders in Russia.198 He was aware 
of the importance his trip would have for the success or failure of the 
Democratic Faction and for the university project. He was also well aware 
of the opposition that he would encounter in Russia: "The [DF] program 
is not ready yet. But it soon will be. It must be ready before my arrival 
in Russia, otherwise I won't go. This is a conditio sine qua non. I'd be 
ashamed to show myself without a program, as, more than anyone else, 
I shall prove to be the scapegoat and the target for all attacks . . . "  And 
he added meaningfully, "The area I have to tour is Ussishkin's—you re
alize what that means."199

Thus, he continued to badger Motzkin for the program.200 "You see," 
he wrote to Catherine Dorfman, "once it is in my hands, I shall not be
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so worried."201 Motzkin kept him on tenterhooks until the last moment 
and sent him the revised program just before Weizmann left Leysin, on 
August 14, 1902. There was a tearful departure from Feiwel, Esther 
Shneerson, and Pinkus, all of them trying to hide their emotions.202 The 
following day he was on his way to Berlin, where he met his father, with 
whom he traveled to Pinsk. Characteristically, he was all "afire" and 
"terribly tense" before his departure for Russia.203 In his mind's eye he 
was already in Russia, and he warned Vera that hjs time with her would 
be strictly limited: " . . .  you must understand that I cannot shirk my 
responsibilities. People are waiting for me everywhere . . ."204 For her 
part, Vera worried about something else. She knew full well that she 
was not his first lover and was aware of his roving eye. Thus, her last 
letter to Geneva contained a reminder for the road: "But, Chaimchik, don't 
let your weak character get the better of you, don't linger anywhere. Al
ways remember that your Verochka is waiting impatiently for you."205



VII
Conflicts and Disappointments

Objectively, Weizmann had good reason to be satisfied with his summer 
vacation. His health had improved somewhat and his chemistry lesson 
plans for the coming academic year had been prepared. He set out con
fidently for his trip with the finished university pamphlet and Demo
cratic Faction's program. Moreover, every day since he left Geneva brought 
him closer to Vera, for whom he had pined all summer long. Yet, within 
less than a week after his departure he already reported that "my nerves 
have gone utterly to pieces thanks to Berlin."1 Indeed, before World War 
I Weizmann was a continuously high-strung, irritable, and impatient man 
who could be rejoicing one moment and become morose, with little ap
parent cause, the next. His description of himself in Ley sin aptly char
acterizes him during those years: " . . .  the smallest thing makes me ter
ribly irritable and upsets my equilibrium, and I see everything larger than 
life."2

His first major stop in Russia was to be Pinsk, but he made the almost 
ritualistic stops in Bern, Nieder-Ingelheim, and Berlin. None of these were 
enjoyable. In Bern he once more met Sophia Getzova to discuss their 
relationship; more than a year after he had broken the engagement it 
was still painful for both of them,3 yet his guilty conscience impelled him 
to see her repeatedly. The following day he visited Deichler in Nieder- 
Ingelheim, where he tried to make peace between Deichler and his par
ents, probably in a matter related to his colleague's relations with his 
own fiancée. Berlin, his erstwhile favorite dty, now bore associations of 
intrigue and unhappiness connected with Motzkin and the Kadimah 
group. In general, he found the change from Leysin to Berlin unpleas
ant. "Altogether, I like Berlin less now and the Germans as well. They 
are coarser, even though more cultured, than the Swiss."4 Yet he man
aged to interest some professors in Berlin in the university project.5 He 
had an interesting discussion with the German revisionist socialist leader 
Eduard Bernstein.6 While sitting in the Café Monopol with Davis Trietsch, 
Ephraim Lilien, and others, he received the latest news on the affairs of 
the Juedischer Verlag and other enterprises with which members of the 
Democratic Faction were involved. On August 22 and 23 he and his father
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visited Weizmann's oldest sister, Miriam, and her husband, Chaim Lub- 
zhinsky, in Warsaw, where Weizmann used his brief stay to arouse in
terest in the university.7 The following day (August 24) they arrived in 
Pinsk.

Since his student years Weizmann had always reserved some of his 
most derogatory descriptions of the Pale of Settlement and its Jews for 
Pinsk. As a high school student he had referred to it merely as "our dirty 
Pinsk."8 His contempt for the town and its people intensified after he 
had spent three semesters at the Charlottenburg Polytechnik.9 With time 
Pinsk came to symbolize all the rottenness and misery associated with 
the condition of Russian Jèwry,10 though he did not spare other localities 
from his sharp tongue (e.g., Odessa) when the spirit and the occasion 
moved him. True, Pinsk was not a pretty town; it was muddy during 
the rainy season and it was terribly crowded. Conditions worsened there 
in the spring of 1901 as a result of a widespread fire, which left 750 Jew
ish families homeless and many Jewish workers jobless. These condi
tions, however, were not unlike those of other towns and cities in the 
Pale. Weizmann simply knew Pinsk more intimately and spent much more 
time there on his yearly visits to Russia. His pronouncements tell us as 
much about him as they do about the dty and its inhabitants. The par
adox that emerged during those years at the turn of the century—and 
would intensify even more later—is that as he became more engrossed 
on an intellectual and practical level in solving the plight of East Euro
pean Jewry, he became correspondingly detached from its people, es
pecially those not belonging to the Jewish intelligentsia. While he under
stood that Pinsk, or the Pale in general, "is our real life,"11 he had also 
arrived at the conclusion that "everything here [in Pinsk] is alien to me, 
terribly alien, and during this one year I have moved further away from 
this life than in five years. Another two or three years abroad, and I'll 
be sans patrie in the full meaning of the word."12 There was, of course, 
also a positive attachment on Weizmann's part which rested, to a large 
degree, on his strong ties to friends and kin, as well as certain aspects 
of East European culture and folklore. This ambivalence between his 
emotional ties to East European Jewry and his admiration for Western 
culture would play an important role throughout his adult life. It was a 
double allegiance to two cultures. He felt at home in both, but at times 
they could not be reconciled. Politically he was able to use this dual al
legiance and familiarity to good advantage.

In contrast to the shabby physical surroundings of Pinsk, for once all 
was well in the family. The family business, which Chaim Lubzhinsky 
had placed on firm foundations, was now run by Ozer's eldest son, Fei- 
vel, who two years earlier had married Lubzhinsky's sister, Fanya. 
Weizmann was not especially fond of either.13 "He is not much of a suc
cess," he once wrote of Feivel,14 probably referring to his brother's lack 
of education. On that score he was quite pleased with his younger 
brothers. Moshe, who was five years younger than Weizmann, was at
tending the Kiev Polytechnic as a student of agriculture. Shmuel, who
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had just finished the Gymnasium, was sitting for his entrance examina
tions at the same institution where he wanted to study engineering. Mi
chael (Chilik), only ten years old in 1902, was developing into a Talmud 
scholar; he was fluent in Hebrew and Yiddish but had no interest in the 
Russian language. The previous year Hayah had married Abraham Lich
tenstein, who was now a teacher and bookseller in Pinsk. Fruma was 
already studying in Kiev to be a dental surgeon and Gita was studying 
music in Warsaw.15 The three youngest sisters—Anna, Masha, and 
Minna—were still living at home and working hard at their studiës. Most 
important of all, Weizmann's parents, Ozer and Rachel Leah, were feel
ing well and could enjoy, in relative prosperity, the development and 
success of their children.16

He used the week in Pinsk to prepare for the Minsk Conference and 
for a battle against a new opponent of the Democratic Faction, the Mizrahi, 
which was vigorously campaigning in the Pale. He expected the worst; 
to Vera he wrote: "The Conference promises to be a terrible golus prod
uct. The Rabbinical party is organizing itself in Jesuit fashion."17 He had 
reason to worry about the strength of the new organization, which was 
created, in no small degree, in reaction to the founding of the Demo
cratic Faction.18 The demonstration of strength of the Democratic Faction 
at the Fifth Zionist Congress had an ominous look to the orthodox as 
well as other political Zionists in Russia. At the suggestion of the latter. 
Rabbi Isaac Jacob Reines of Lida convoked a meeting in February 1902 in 
Vilna.19 The seventy-two participants were, for the most part, opposed 
to cultural activity by the World Zionist Organization and were commit
ted to "pure" or political Zionism.20 The participants founded the Mizrahi 
(coined from the term merkaz ruhani, spiritual center) as  ̂ religious fac
tion within the World Zionist Organization. The platform, which was 
accepted by the majority of the participants, adhered to the Basel pro
gram. It stated, inter alia, that all activities concerned with settlement in 
Palestine were within the faction's purview; at the same time it declared 
that all matters not directly related to Zionism ought to be dropped from 
the Zionist program; furthermore, the Mizrahi groups could not operate 
in a manner contrary to orthodoxy and could not accept into their ranks 
social democrats.21 Organizationally the Mizrahi conceived of itself as a 
spiritual center for Zionism, like that of Rabbi Shmuel Mohilewer, which 
would be integrally related to the territorial organization of Russian Zi
onists.22 The appeal of the Mizrahi was enormous. Within a year after 
its founding it could boast 210 societies in Eastern Europe, with a mem
bership of 5,000.23

Weizmann knew, of course, that a clash between the Democratic Fac
tion and the Mizrahi was inevitable at the All-Russian Zionist Confer
ence, which was to open in Minsk on September 4. Officially this was to 
be the first Russian Zionist Conference, since the Warsaw Conference of 
1898 had been illegal.24 Since von Plehve, the Minister of the Interior, 
had given his permission,25 there was no hesitation on the part of Jews 
to attend—though they were well aware of the presence of Russian se-
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cret police during the deliberations. Some 526 persons from all over Rus
sia came as delegates; it was to be the largest assembly of Russian Zi
onists prior to 1917, more impressive in size than any previous congress.26 
Of those assembled, 160 belonged to the Mizrahi and 60 to the Demo
cratic Faction.27 The fact that the Democratic Faction had wasted its time 
in internecine warfare and had failed to build up a strong organization 
and a large membership harmed it in Minsk. Within a shört period of 
time the Mizrahi was able to mobilize almost three times as many dele
gates as the Democratic Faction. Prior to the Minsk Conference Weiz
mann already had revealed his fears and prejudices concerning the op
position. "So many 'Mizrahi' people will be assembling, there will be so 
much ignorance, that in such a concentration the putrefying bacilli of 
reason and culture will not be able to survive . . .  I am . . .  in a state 
of allgemeine Depression [general depression]."28 What made matters worse 
was that he had no confidence in, or respect for, most of the Russian 
regional leaders. Having read their circulars in Pinsk, he exclaimed, "God, 
what trash, what poverty of thought, what stupidity, pettiness and lack 
of everything! If the leaders write like that, what can the [local Zionist] 
groups be like?"29 Consequently he did everything he could to mobilize 
the Democratic Faction members and to persuade them to come as del
egates. He himself received five mandates,30 and he took with him to 
Minsk his brothers Moshe and Shmuel, while Ozer Weizmann joined them 
later.31

The cultural question was the most hotly debated topic at the confer
ence.32 As in Warsaw, here too Ahad Ha'Am's invited lecture served as 
a focal point for the debate.33 Speaking for two hours in Russian, Ahad 
Ha'Am demonstrated the inseparable ties between the Jewish renais
sance movement and cultural work. He pointed out that during the Hib- 
bat Zion period there was no doubt in anyone's mind as to the necessity 
for cultural work; only the new, political trend in the movement had be
gun to cast doubt on this aspect of Zionism.34 Ahad Ha'Am made two 
proposals. The first proposal, similar to the one he had made at the 
Warsaw Conference in 1898,35 was that a worldwide nationalist cultural 
organization be set up, which would be independent of the World Zi
onist Organization but would cooperate with it. His second suggestion 
was that the World Zionist Organization establish separate commissions 
for progressive and orthodox educational and cultural activities.36 Na
hum Sokolow followed this with a suggestion that Hebrew be adopted 
as the official language of the World Zionist Organization,37 and Rabbi 
Reines, who wa§ given equal time, passionately and emotionally re
peated his plea to avoid the cultural issue, which would alienate the or
thodox from Zionism.38

Over 120 delegates registered for the debate on the cultural question, 
underscoring the sensitivity and emotional involvement of the Russian 
Zionists over this key issue. Weizmann and Leo Motzkin spoke on Sep
tember 9 on behalf of the Democratic Faction during the general debate 
on cultural work. Weizmann stated that the very necessity of defending
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cultural work was absurd, since the question had already been resolved 
in the affirmative in Basel. What was important was a guarantee that 
cultural work would not remain an empty phrase. He accused the Mizrahi 
of desiring to collect funds for Zionist diplomatic work while neglecting 
cultural issues. In this context he paraphrased Herzl's words: "In the be
ginning was the idea, not money."39 Weizmann, who had rejected a 
similar proposal by Ahad Ha'Am during the preparations for the Youth 
Conference, again rejected, on behalf of the Democratic Faction, the 
suggestion for an independent body for the advancement of cultural work. 
He did support Ahad Ha'Ann's alternative suggestion that the confer
ence set up two cultural commissions which would represent, respec
tively, the secularists and the orthodox. He rejected, as did Motzkin, the 
charge that the Democratic Faction was antireligious and insisted on 
friendly relations and cooperation among the various factions of Zion
ism.40 In the end a compromise was struck in a private conference, which 
included Ahad Ha'Am and Rabbi Reines, and the proposal for two dis
tinct trends of Zionist educational and cultural work was accepted.41 On 
September 10 the Minsk Conference ended on a note of goodwill and 
amity among all the factions, symbolized for many delegates by Rabbi 
Reines's public embrace of Weizmann.42

The Minsk Conference also marked the last show of strength by the 
Democratic Faction as an organization. In objective terms, it had fallen 
apart before it was ever able to properly organize itself, yet the momen
tum of its success in Basel in December 1901 created the illusion of a 
living and functioning organization. The accidental presence of many of 
the members of the Democratic Faction at the Minsk Conference also 
helped perpetuate this fiction. Weizmann knew better all. along, but it 
served his purposes to pretend that he was being backed by a significant 
group of followers and like-minded comrades. Thus, he also took part 
in Minsk in the plans to establish a center of the Democratic Faction in 
Moscow. The irony was that the Democratic Faction had, in large mea
sure, given impetus to the creation of the Mizrahi, which continued to 
grow at a quick pace until the Uganda crisis, whereas the Faction itself 
was to recede into insignificance within a very brief period of time.

On the whole, Weizmann was probably relieved to leave Minsk. He 
had done what he could for the Democratic Faction, but now it was time 
to attend to the campaign on behalf of the university. He was also ex
hausted, suffering from a bad cold and laryngitis. He stopped over in 
Pinsk for a few days of rest before taking off on his propaganda tour. In 
Pinsk an unexpected and not entirely welcome guest awaited him: Major 
William Evans-Gordon, a British M.P., who was a member of the Royal 
Commission on Alien Immigration.

Weizmann knew a little about the background of the visit. Evans- 
Gordon was the founder of the British Brothers' League, which had con
sistently drawn attention to the mass immigration to England. As far back 
as 1888, and again in 1894 and 1898, such British conservatives as Evans- 
Gordon-and Arnold White had opposed the immigration of "poor aliens,"
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who were forced to leave their native lands due to the wretched eco
nomic and physical conditions in Russia and Rumania.43 After the United 
States, Britain received the highest number of East European Jews in the 
last two decades of the nineteenth century.44 According to a report sub
mitted in 1905 to the Royal Statistical Society of London, only 105,000 of 
the 300,000 Jews who immigrated to Great Britain after 1891 took up per
manent residence there,45 but the perception of many Britons was that 
England was being overrun by foreigners. As a result of this immigra
tion, anti-alien tendencies, which were intensified with the rise of un
employment following the Boer War, made headway early in the 1900s. 
Immigrants were seen aà competing with British labor and were ac
cused—with little justification—of a high percentage of criminal activ
ity.46 So intense was the outcry that on March 21, 1902, the government 
appointed a royal commission to investigate the entire problem of alien 
immigration. Chaired by Lord James, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lan
caster, the commission met for two years. Among the commissioners were 
Evans-Gordon and one Jew, Nathaniel Meyer, First Lord Rothschild.47

Despite Rothschild's initial opposition, Leopold Greenberg, one of 
Herzl's most devoted followers in England, arranged for Herzl to be in
vited by the Royal Commission.48 Herzl, who felt he had reached the 
end of the line with Turkey,49 immediately perceived the opportunity 
contained in this invitation, namely, to publicize the cause of the move
ment in a country he had long recognized would be important for the 
realization of Zionist aspirations. He also understood that in order to make 
any headway at all he would have to win over to his side Rothschild, 
England's most influential Jew, who vigorously opposed Herzl and 
Zionism.50 Herzl probably expected very little when he went to see 
Rothschild immediately upon his arrival in England on July 4. Roth
schild, indeed, was frank and blunt. Herzl had been invited before the 
Royal Commission, he declared, so that the enemies of the Jews would 
be able to say that

"Dr. Herzl is certainly the exemplary Jew, and he declares that a Jew can 
never become an Englishman."

Herzl replied:
"It would be stupid arrogance on my part if I were to give this Commission 
a lecture on the characteristics of a real Englishman. I shall simply tell them 
what frightful misery exists in the East and that the people must either die 
or get out. We have known about the Rumanian distress since 1897 . . .  In 
Galicia things may be even worse. There are more than 700,000 destitute 
people there. They, too, will start to move."

After lunch Herzl continued:
"I want to ask the British government for a colonization charter."
"Don't say charter. The word has a bad sound right now."
"We can call it whatever you like. I want to found a Jewish colony in a Brit
ish possession."
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'Take Uganda!"
"No. I can only use this . . . "  And because there were other people in the 
room, I wrote on a slip of paper . . . Sinai Peninsula, Egyptian Palestine, 
Cyprus. And I added: "Are you for it?"
He thought it oyer with a smile, and said: "Very much so." That was a vic
tory!51

Indeed. At the very least it was a step in the right direction, since 
without Rothschild's backing Herzl could expect no support from the 
British government. On July 10 Major Evans-Gordon read Herzl's state
ment before the commission, in which the latter discussed his view of 
the Jewish Question and stated his conclusion that the Jews needed a 
home.52 Herzl felt he had made an unfavorable impression on the com
mission because he could not express himself well in English during the 
cross-examination.53 He repaired this impression during a private meet
ing with Lord James, to whom he explained the plan he had indicated 
to Rothschild concerning Sinai, El Arish, and Cyprus. At another meet
ing with Rothschild he submitted an outline in English intended for Jo
seph Chamberlain, Secretary of State for the Colonies since 1895, of a 
plan for a colonization company, and an outline in German for Roth
schild himself, detailing the financial side.

What made Herzl willing to consider, on a temporary basis, a territory 
other than Palestine was the realization that nothing could be gained at 
this point from the Turks. His only hope was that with Rothschild's 
backing he could gain a foothold in an area of the British Empire close 
enough to Palestine so that with time it would serve as a convenient 
springboard to the ultimate destination—the Jewish homeland.

Negotiations with the British government moved along quicker than 
he had anticipated. On October 22 he was able to obtain an interview 
with the influential colonial secretary, Joseph Chamberlain. Herzl's de
scription of the interview is vivid and colorful:

October 23, London. Talked yesterday with the famous master of England, 
Joe Chamberlain. One hour. I explained everything . . . and he was a good 
listener . . .
He denied the existence of anti-Semitism in England. Perhaps there would 
be restrictive legislation if Jewish immigration were intensified—this evi
dently was a hint to me, the gypsy chieftain, to call off my hordes—but the 
race question did not enter into the matter . . .
He said he could make no statement on El Arish and Sinai. The government 
would want to hear the view of Lord Cromer, of whom they thought very 
highly. Too bad that Lord Cromer was no longer here. He had already re
turned to Egypt . . .
But he had no idea where El Arish was, and so we went to a big table where 
he pulled out an atlas from among other books, and in the atlas located Egypt. 
While he did so he said: "But in Egypt we would have the same difficulty 
with the present inhabitants."
"No," I said, "we will not go to Egypt. We have already been there."
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He laughed again, this time bending deep over the book. Only now did he 
understand me completely, my desire to obtain a rallying point for the Jew
ish people in the vicinity of Palestine.
In El Arish and Sinai there is vacant land. England can give us that. In re
turn she would reap an increase in power and the gratitude of ten million 
Jews. All this impressed him. I came right out with it:
“Would you agree to our founding a Jewish colony on the Sinai Peninsula?" 
"Yes!" he said, "if Lord Cromer recommends it . .

Chamberlain arranged a meeting for Herzl with Lord Lansdowne in the 
Foreign Office.55 The afternoon meeting, which took place the following 
day, was equally successful. He, too, wanted to reassure himself of Lord 
Cromer's goodwill. They agreed that Leopold Greenberg, Herzl's trusted 
diplomat, would proceed to Egypt without delay. In the meantime Herzl 
would prepare an official memorandum for the Foreign Office.56 Herzl 
left London on October 24, just in time for the Jahreskonferenz.

For the time being Herzl did not divulge any of these plans to the Zi
onist membership, or even to the Greater Actions Committee, which met 
in Vienna at the end of October. To all appearances he had been in Lon
don solely to testify before the Royal Commission. Weizmann had also 
heard about Herzl's journey and considered it to be yet another public 
stunt without substance. To Vera he wrote in a mocking tone, "Herzl is 
in London: he is taking part in the parliamentary enquête into the Jew
ish Question . . . Very interesting, isn't it? I can imagine all the com
ments of the half-baked synagogue politicians. They have probably de
cided that because of Edward VII's illness, Herzl has been invited to rule 
England for the time being; and why not?"57 Weizmann's sarcasm was 
unjustified. As events were soon to prove, Herzl had used his trip to 
plant a seed in the hearts and minds of Colonial Secretary Joseph Cham
berlain and Lord Lansdowne, the head of the Foreign Office. Both took 
him and the World Zionist Organization seriously. Just as important, and 
perhaps even more astounding, he now had the confidence and admi
ration of Lord Rothschild. This man, who had only weeks earlier re
ferred to Herzl as a "demagogue," was to tell him in October, "You are 
a great man."58 Weizmann was unaware of any of these developments 
when Evans-Gordon appeared in Pinsk in order to examine conditions 
in the Pale at first hand. Reluctantly Weizmann trudged with him by 
steamer and boat all over the local swamps for two days, touring the 
neighboring villages and towns.59 He had evidently impressed the Brit
ish M.P., and their acquaintance would serve him well sooner than he 
realized.

Weizmann was now off on one of his typically exhausting propaganda 
tours, visiting Kiev, Kharkov, Rostov, and Baku. He arrived back in Pinsk 
on October 17, exactly one month after his departure. The trip had been 
a success. Mrs. Khatzman, whom he had visited in Rostov, was not ex
actly thrilled at her first encounter with her balding future son-in-law, 
as he appeared much too old for her beautiful daughter,60 but she soon
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grew fond of him. Weizmann himself wrote during his return journey, 
"I kept fearing beforehand that I should prove a stranger in your family, 
but it turned out quite differently/'61 From the point of view of Zionist 
propaganda and the university campaign, the results exceeded his ex
pectations. In Baku he was promised 4,500 rubles, including 2,000 pledged 
by Samuel Shriro, and he was also promised 400 rubles in Rostov. In 
Kiev the Russian industrialist Brodsky had promised 300,000 rubles for 
the actual establishment of the university. He had also been successful 
in setting up a Jewish University Committee in Kharkov for which Jew
ish and non-Jewish academicians had pledged their support.62 In short, 
he was proud of his achievements and eager to report them to the Zi
onist leadership. On October 25 he set out for Vienna to attend the an
nual conference of the World Zionist Organization, which met from Oc
tober 29 to 30. He was to participate in the deliberations as the Swiss 
representative of the cultural commission which had been set up by the 
Fifth Zionist Congress.

The newspaper reports, especially in the official organ Die Welt, did 
not, as in the past, hail Herzl's diplomatic maneuverings with the sul
tan; for once they were more subdued, auguring a stalemate with Con
stantinople.63 During the sessions of the Greater Actions Committee, 
Herzl's report on his diplomatic activities was even more gloomy «bout 
future prospect's in Constantinople.64 Herzl was slowly preparing the 
ground for a new departure in Zionist policy by readying public opinion 
for an abandonment of hope with regard to the sultan, thereby also con
ditioning the movement for new diplomatic strategies. In his report to 
the Greater Actions Committee Herzl declared that his negotiations with 
the sultan could be viewed as having failed. He could not foresee a change 
in the current situation unless Turkey were to suddenly find itself at war 
or were to undergo some international difficulties of great magnitude. 
As to his trip to England, he simply reported that he had testified before 
the Royal Commission and had hinted that future Zionist activity would 
be directed toward that country. Not alluding in the slightest to his re
markable success with Lord Rothschild, he added that the first step in 
England ought to be to win over its financial elite.65 Among the resolu
tions passed during the sessions of the Greater Actions Committee, the 
official sanctioning of the Anglo-Palestine Company (APC) should be 
singled out. The APC could begin operations in the summer of 1903 with 
a bank in Jaffa under the management of S. D. Levontin.66

On the second day of the meetings Martin Buber reported on the ac
tivities of the Juedischer Verlag and the Jewish Statistical Bureau. Weiz
mann reported on the successes he had scored in Russia in terms of fi
nancial support and general interest and encouragement from academic 
and other quarters. Buber and Weizmann then moved a resolution in 
their own names, stating:

The annual conference notes with satisfaction the information communi
cated* to it by Mr. Buber and Mr. Weizmann on the question of a Jewish



130 Chaim Weizmann

university [juedische Hochschule], declares itself in sympathy with their as
pirations, [and] requests members to support the project to the best of their 
ability, in collaboration with the Jewish University Bureau in Geneva. The 
[Greater] Actions Committee is likewise enjoined, in collaboration with the 
above-mentioned bureau, to send circulars on the subject, if and when ap
propriate, to societies and trusted representatives [Vertrauensmaenner]. The 
conference enjoins the [Greater] Actions Committee to leave nothing un
done to facilitate the establishment of the Jewish university in Palestine.67
Weizmann was, of course, aware of the emotiönäl importance of Pal

estine in any such official declaration and therefore specifically men
tioned it. But he was also a pragmatist. In the debates preceding this 
resolution he had made it clear that sites other than Palestine would be 
considered as a home for the university. On this issue he had Herzl's 
support.68 Yet those present who were bent on Palestine as the only site 
for the university were dissatisfied with the resolution. They wanted to 
be doubly sure. The conference thus adopted a resolution by Bemstein- 
Kohan and Ussishkin—rather than the one proposed by Buber and 
Weizmann—with the strong support of David Farbstein. It stated:

The annual conference enjoins the [Greater] Actions Committee to leave 
nothing undone [kein Mittel unversucht zu lassen] to facilitate the establish
ment of the Jewish university, but only in Palestine [nur in Palaestina zu er
möglichen].69

This succinct resolution was carried by a vote of nine to seven.70
The decision by the Greater Actions Committee represented a clear 

signal to Weizmann and his collaborators to refrain from attempts to 
establish a university—even on a temporary basis—in Europe. It is also 
clear that for the time being Weizmann completely ignored this admo
nition and continued to go ahead with his own plans. A week after the 
Bemstein-Kohan-Ussishkin resolution had carried, he stated unequivo
cally to one of his friends: "We shall have to give up the idea of estab
lishing a University in Palestine even though this will lose us the good
will of a number of Zionists."71 Weizmann firmly believed that the 
university project would rejuvenate the movement, yet implementation 
of a university in Palestine was so utterly impractical that Weizmann was 
willing to challenge, albeit secretly, the decision made by the Greater 
Actions Committee.72 A few weeks after his return to Geneva he further 
articulated his convictions on the subject:

My opinion is as follows: although it is impossible to establish a Hochschule in 
Palestine it is nevertheless necessary, for a whole [range] of reasons, some 
of them tactical; some of principle, to refrain at this stage from categorical 
declarations . . .

Even now Palestine is [undoubtedly] a romantic concept: as a concrete 
proposition it does not so much as come within our comprehension . . .

I know many people who are prepared to give up Palestine. I most cer
tainly do not subscribe to their views, but on the other hand I do not share 
the opinion of people who stand by the seashore in the expectancy of fair 
weather . . P
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Three days later Weizmann wrote another long letter to a collaborator 
in Rostov-on-Don. After a strong denunciation of the lack of accomplish
ments and imagination throughout the Zionist movement, including 
within the ranks of the Democratic Faction, he declared in a dramatic 
and somewhat exaggerated form that was always a by-product when he 
became excited or was carried away by his own rhetoric:

The University is the key to our work. It must provide us with a generation 
that will rise on our ashes, a Jewish generation that will create a synthesis 
between Europe and the Jewish people. This is why I should like to have 
the University in England. For that country is the most important focal point 
for us. The University will head the Exilarchate . . 74

The letter is interesting not only because of its reference to England as 
a country on which the Zionists ought to focus their attention but also 
because Weizmann was expressly contemplating the establishment of the 
university in a country other than Palestine. One factor in this self- 
confidence may have been HerzTs support for Weizmann's scheme.75 No 
doubt an added factor in his single-minded determination to explore a 
European base for the project, before its transfer to Palestine, was that 
he now had control over funds which he himself had raised.76 This fact 
provided him with independence which he jealously guarded and Strove 
to maintain.77 As the momentum of the Democratic Faction was dimin
ishing, Weizmann increasingly used the university project as a new power 
base within the movement. This additional factor helps explain why he 
was unwilling to be constrained by the World Zionist Organization's bu
reaucracy. Possibly Weizmann also believed that in time he could pre
sent the World Zionist Organization with a fait accompli: a well-en
dowed and academically sound university in Europe en route to being 
transferred to Palestine. It is interesting to note that on this particular 
point Weizmann was willing to disregard the bureaucratic legitimacy of 
the organization.

After his return to Geneva, during the first days of November 1902, 
he established the Jewish University Bureau (Bureau der juedischen 
Hochschule) in his own apartment at 4, rue Lombard. With the funds 
he had raised, of which some three thousand rubles were actually paid 
up by the summer of 1903, he bought a German typewriter at the end 
of November and henceforth almost his entire correspondence was con
ducted in German. He also assembled a small staff of part-time employ
ees and collaborators.78 In Geneva Weizmann relied mostly on the ded
icated work of Catherine Dorfman and occasionally asked for Vera's help. 
A filing system was instituted, as well as highly efficient office proce
dures. Considering their meager financial and human resources, the group 
performed as a finely timed organization able to deal with an over
whelming amount of work normally requiring a whole army of man
agers and office staff.

Throughout this period Weizmann's chief collaborators were Berthold 
Feiwel in Zurich, Martin Buber in Vienna, and Ephraim Lilien and Davis



132 Chaim Weizmann

Trietsch in Berlin. All of these individuals had already left their mark on 
German culture and were admired by Weizmann for their classical hu
manistic training and orientation, fields in which he considered himself 
deficient. There was an implicit understanding among them that Feiwel, 
Lilien, and Trietsch would devote most of their time to the Juedischer 
Verlag; Buber to the periodical which was to be founded, as well as to 
the setting up of a Vienna-based committee on behalf of the university; 
and Weizmann to the university project in all its aspects. Yet they all 
supported each other's activities, which natural^ overlapped, and Fei
wel was as involved as Weizmann in distributing a survey to East Eu
ropean Jewish students. Overall direction and financial responsibility for 
all the activities conducted by the bureau from late 1902 until 1904 seems 
to have rested on Weizmann's shoulders. The Juedischer Verlag seems 
to have been more independent of Weizmann's supervision. Ultimately 
all his collaborators looked to him for aid during periods of crisis. It was 
Weizmann who, more often than not, initiated the various projects and 
provided them with financial and moral support, even if his colleagues 
occasionally dominated and gave direction to a certain aspect of a partic
ular project.

At the outset of his work in Geneva, Weizmann set three major tasks 
for the bureau. The first was to create an organization, headed by emi
nent academics, which would raise funds and assume responsibility for 
the university project. This organization would be supported by a num
ber of regional Committees for a Jewish University—similar to the com
mittee he had established in Kharkov in the fall of 1902—which would 
be located in the major European cities, but particularly in Vienna and 
Berlin. He also envisaged a central committee which would supervise and 
undertake the preparatory work of the bureau in Geneva. The bureau's 
second task was to conduct a number of surveys among Jewish students 
and professors in Western Europe and Russia. The results of these sur
veys were to provide basic information on the conditions of Jewish stu
dents and to serve as propaganda material in explaining the need for a 
Jewish university.79 The third aim of the bureau was to launch a peri
odical to serve the needs of the Jewish University Bureau and act inde
pendently of the official Zionist press, which was dominated by Herzl.

As his letters written in early January 1903 indicate, Weizmann be
lieved that cultural enterprises—the university, the periodical, and the 
Juedischer Verlag—would have far-reaching implications for the social 
and economic welfare of the Jews. The university project in particular 
seemed to be the solution to an immediate problem facing Jewish intel
lectuals. He approached this task with the caution of a scientist, but also 
with the urgency of a Zionist who could see that time was running out. 
Another motivating factor was to save the Jewish intelligentsia from "the 
daws" of Bundism and social democracy. The revolutionary activism and 
precarious existence of these two movements lent them a romantic and 
appealing aura. The dormant Zionist movement in Russia, which was 
even periodically sanctioned by the authorities, had some of this appeal.
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Weizmann tried to capture the imagination of the Jewish intelligentsia 
with a practical project that would be existentially meaningful to them 
and would thus also draw them nearer to the Zionist, movement. In ad
dition, the university project was an internal political power base which 
would give him the strength and prestige needed to effect changes from 
within. These combined powerful motivations led Weizmann to dedicate 
himself totally to the task at hand. He was impatient, spurring on to ac
tion both himself and others, sending telegrams and express letters at 
the first hint of a delay in the university affair. From the end of 1902 
until the summer of 1904 Weizmann wrote very little about personal 
affairs80 or his work in chemistry, which was surely being neglected.81

During the first three months after the bureau's founding, practical steps 
were taken to establish a university committee in Vienna. Buber had 
agreed to undertake this task, and at times it seemed that he would be 
successful, but his efforts were always frustrated by last-minute with
drawals of potential members. In mid-December Buber was still hopeful 
that all would go well in Vienna.82 He also sounded optimistic about the 
possibility that Herzl himself would join the project. Weizmann was, of 
course, delighted by these developments and in full accord with Buber's 
proposal.83 Yet the news that followed in the next two months was less 
pleasing. An inaugural meeting of the Committee for a Jewish Univer
sity in Vienna that had been set for January 17, 1903, had to be post
poned to the twenty-fifth.84 Despite the fact that Herzl himself, as well 
as some distinguished professors, had consented to join, the attempt to 
set up a committee in Vienna failed.85

The attempt to set up a committee in Berlin was only marginally more 
successful. Under Weizmann's constant prodding, Davis Trietsch had laid 
the groundwork for such a committee.86 On his way to Russia Weiz
mann visited Berlin in mid-March for consultations with Buber, Trietsch, 
Lilien, and Feiwel; two days later he announced that a university com
mittee had been established.87

Weizmann was at least partially successful with the survey of Jewish 
students from Eastern Europe. In this task he had the full and dedicated 
participation of his trusted friend Berthold Feiwel. The Jewish University 
Bureau in Geneva planned a number of surveys. A survey among indi
vidual foreign students in West European universities was conducted.88 
Weizmann and Feiwel prepared the questionnaires for East European 
students at Western universities and at the end of December 1902 and 
in January 1903 some twenty-five hundred questionnaires were distrib
uted in thirty-eight university towns in Germany, France, Switzerland, 
Belgium, Austria, and Galicia. Approximately twelve hundred were filled 
out anonymously and returned.89 The questionnaire contained thirty-eight 
questions covering personal data as well as general information on con
ditions in the students' local universities and possible recommendations 
for the future. It also elicited student reactions to the plan for a Jewish 
university.90 The replies were partially processed and some tentative 
conclusions were published by Feiwel in 1903.91
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In addition to the university project, much of Weizmann's time was 
devoted to the plan for publishing a new periodical. His first thoughts, 
at the end of December 1902, indicate the purpose of such an organ: 
"Clearly, we shall continue working in isolated units so long as no ral
lying point is created to unite all constructive elements, and this can only 
be achieved by a free, independent, well-edited publication."92 A few 
weeks later he had a more ambitious aim for the periodical:

The periodical I have in mind has to be directed towards the Jewish elite, 
towards the authentic Jewish intelligentsia of Western and Eastern Europe. 
Not to the masses, not to the family, but to the isolated circles that are lost 
to us because of their dispersal. The essential pre-condition for such a jour
nal is absolute sincerity, avoidance of and rebellion against the common
place, faultless makeup throughout. It must be a truly distinguished news
paper of the kind that people want to read. '

We are in the happy situation of being able to bring together writers of 
the highest European reputation for such a paper. The "Juedischer Verlag/' 
by which it would be published, already commands such status that people 
who would never write for other Jewish papers (Die Welt or whatever) could 
happily come to us.

If we had a paper that Jewish intellectuals would read, this would provide 
us with a good medium for propaganda among those circles at present dif
ficult of access.93

Two weeks later he concluded that "our [Democratic Faction's] aims lie 
more in the achievement of a synthesis between East and West, bringing 
the ghetto to Europe and Europe to the ghetto . . . Hence the character 
of the paper we contemplate, a golden bridge, as it were, on which the 
intellectuals of Europe will meet with our Jews . . .  it must be an Elite- 
Organ . . Z'94

In fact, there already existed a very fine, albeit nonpartisan, periodical 
for intellectuals whose aim it was to find a synthesis between Eastern 
and Western Jewry. Called, appropriately enough, Ost und West, it was 
founded in 1901 in Berlin and was edited by Leo Wintz. Davis Trietsch 
and Ephraim Lilien, who were actively involved in Weizmann's plans 
for a periodical, composed a memorandum in early 1903 in which they 
proposed publication by the Juedischer Verlag of a monthly called Juda, 
Illustrierte Monatschrift fuer Ost und West. They sought to smother Ost und 
West, which they viewed as a dangerous competitor. Weizmann op
posed aggressive or unethical tactics and preferred to rely on the good 
quality of the new periodical to elevate it above all other existing publi
cations. Moreover, he pointed out to Trietsch and Lilien that their pro
posed table of contents for the first number—which included, among other 
topics, "Introduction to Jewish Culture" by Buber, a review of Herzl's 
novel Altneuland by Feiwel, and an extract from Gorky's The Jew—did not 
even mention the university project.95

Given his ideas and conception of the periodical, Weizmann decided 
that Trietsch could not be involved in an editorial capacity. Therefore, 
there could be only one choice. "I told you in Berne," he wrote to Fei-
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wel, "that you are the only person who could edit such a paper. I would 
work for it solely under this condition."96 But in a letter which arrived 
a week later Buber97 clearly hinted that he would like .to be co-editor with 
Feiwel and would even be willing to transfer to Berlin for that purpose. 
Weizmann changed his mind on the matter of editorship in order to pla
cate both Buber and Feiwel: "As for the editorship, I must at once point 
out that it never occurred to me to have Toldy appointed sole editor. If 
you are going to Berlin, as you state in your letter, then it is obvious 
both of you will take charge of affairs."98 Thus it was decided that the 
new journal was to be under the joint editorship of Buber and Feiwel, 
with Weizmann functioning as co-editor and publisher. In mid-March the 
three of them met in Berlin and decided to establish the journal Der Jude, 
Revue der Juedischen Moderne, to be published by the Juedischer Verlag.99 
The prospectus mentioned seven aims of the journal:
• the propagation of the Jewish national idea in its most radical form 

among Jews and the general public
• the scientific grounding of the Zionist program, with an emphasis on 

its historical roots
• a thorough and all-embracing investigation of all methods for the ac

quisition of Palestine for the Jews
• impartial and  ̂historically oriented positions aimed at practical solu

tions of contemporary social and cultural affairs of Jewry
• the spread of positive knowledge concerning important aspects in the 

history and contemporary life of our nation, combined with a present- 
day description of the Jewish nation in all aspects of life and in all lands

• objective criticism of all harmful aspects of Jewish life within and with
out the national movement, with the exception of ad hominem criticism

• a free exchange of all opinions, whose explication would contribute to 
further the national tasks100

The first issue of the periodical was scheduled to appear in May 1903, 
with funding from individual donors and the Democratic Faction. News 
in April 1903 of the vicious pogroms in Russia, however, diverted these 
funds for rescue work and publication was postponed until January 
1904.101

Each of the projects briefly discussed here—the university, the survey, 
and the journal—was a major undertaking in its own right. Yet they were 
launched and achieved at least initial successes within a mere five 
months—from November 1902 to March 1903—when Weizmann went 
on his annual spring propaganda tour of Russia. Equally astonishing is 
the fact that Weizmann was the prime mover and major propelling force 
of all of them; his only source of aid was a small part-time staff. It is 
remarkable that Weizmann was able to concentrate on his work in the 
laboratory, to conduct coherent and well-planned lectures—even with the 
preparations he had made in Leysin—and to devote time to Vera and 
other private affairs. Throughout this period he did not miss a beat in 
his debates with the Bundists and assimilationists, including a three-night
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marathon in Bern in February 1903.102 He continued his propaganda tours 
to other Swiss cities, took part in the Swiss Zionist Conference at the 
end of December 1902, and despite his deep reservation about its future, 
he continued to be the major spokesman for the Democratic Faction.

Little wonder, then, that throughout this period Weizmann was ex
tremely tense and short-tempered—literally "a bundle of nerves," as he 
often referred to himself. Personality traits that had manifested them
selves earlier in his life (e.g., impatience, self-pity and continuous shifts 
of mood) were heightened at this period. But we also encounter for the 
first time a proficient administrator, a man with executive capacity and 
practical initiative and, above all, a man who was absolutely sure of what 
it was he wanted to achieve. What is striking is that for the first time in 
his life he undertook a major project without constant reference to a more 
authoritative figure. For example, dependent as he had been on Motzkin 
in founding the Democratic Faction, he was now the supreme master of 
the university project. There are almost no references to Motzkin 
throughout this period except in a condescending and disparaging vein.103 
Despite the fact that he referred to himself as a bundle of nerves, he was 
able to devote his energies to the university project because he basically 
felt secure both in his love for Vera and in his career. He was a man with 
a vision, a concept of what direction the movement ought to take at this 
juncture in its history. The crown jewel in this conception was the idea 
that the Jewish university would rejuvenate the ailing Zionist movement 
both in the West and in the East. At the start of his work in November 
he declared that "this University business is most important, and is be
coming even more so with the background of the Zionist situation being 
what it is today. This is my profound conviction. So far, it is the only 
concrete and large-scale undertaking to help rouse and uplift Jewry as a 
whole."104

For a man sincerely possessed of such a notion there was no time to 
be wasted. One gets the impression, after November 1902, that with the 
aid of a secretary and a typewriter there were times when Weizmann— 
always a prolific letter writer—sent an avalanche of communications out 
of 4, rue Lombard. He was a Zionist organization in miniature, doing 
everything from ordering and supervising the printing of new stationery 
to formulating policy questions regarding the university. Der Jude, and 
so on. The sheer number of letters he wrote seems incredible. Within 
nine months (from November 1902 until August 1903) he wrote nearly 
five hundred letters.105 Writing in Russian, German, Yiddish, Hebrew, 
and French, he tried to motivate his colleagues throughout Eastern and 
Western Europe to do their share of the work.

On this score his colleagues repeatedly disappointed him, just as they 
had done in 1901, when he tried to enlist their help for the Democratic 
Faction. Now as then, many of his letters from the university-organizing 
period contain complaints, reminders to respond to unanswered letters, 
and messages of exasperation mixed with self-pity. No doubt his corre
spondents were amazed and annoyed by his constant pestering for im-
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mediate action on the myriad tasks Weizmann assigned them. To some 
extent Weizmann's disappointments were inevitable, given his unrea
sonable demands and impatience.106

Weizmann pleaded with his friends to reply to his letters, mixing rea
son with threats, self-pity with anger. On December 10, 1902, he wrote 
several letters to his friends. The first was addressed to Feiwel and read:

. . . Today I again have to start my letter with a complaint. You must have 
noticed from the copies how I implored Buber and Glikin for information on 
matters touched on in my various letters. I am sitting here without a reply 
. . .  If Martin [Buber] is now involved in other affairs to the extent that he 
hasn't the time to take care of small things, then there is no prospect of his 
being useful to the cause in any way later, when the tasks will become greater 
and more complicated. It makes matters all the worse when, having relied 
upon someone in the belief that he can be useful, one is sorely disappointed 
afterwards . . . Each morning brings me new frustrations . . . Please write 
forcefully to Buber. I shall do the same . . ,107

Moments later he must have dictated the following letter to Buber:
. . . You know that I am a kind and patient man, but now my patience seems 
to be at an end . . .  If you believe that I can do anything for our cause when 
I am treated by my closest and dearest friends in this fashion you are defi
nitely mistaken . . . We have great responsibilities to the cause and to pub
lic opinion. Absolute strangers have placed their confidence in us and pinned 
their hopes on our ability and capacity for work . . .  This is the last time I 
shall ask you to reply in detail to all the questions put in my previous [four] 
letters . . .108
Buber replied two days later. He explained that he had been ailing and 

gave detailed answers to Weizmann's many queries.109 Having roused 
Buber to action, Weizmann was appeased—for the moment at least—and 
offered his apologies:

. . . Nothing was further from my mind than to cause you unhappiness. 
You can imagine, however, how anxious I was getting about your activities.
If I had received your letter a week earlier it would not have occurred to me 
to bring pressure upon you in any way. Now everything is all right, so don't 
take it amiss if occasionally I let a stronger expression escape me . . .no
Weizmann's letters to his friends reflect not only his impatient streak 

but also his lack of authority, either personal or institutional. On the other 
hand, to Moses Glikin, the employee of the bureau, Weizmann wrote in 
a different vein, revealing an authoritarian and condescending streak to
ward a man his own age with an equally distinguished record of service 
in the Zionist movement.111

Though often bitter and reproachful, Weizmann kept on reassuring 
others that he would not easily be disheartened by the indolence of his 
co-workers. The vehemence of these assurances must have functioned 
to bolster his own resolve, for ultimately he believed he could rely only 
on his own efforts. He "knew" his friends "too well" to expect much 
from theiri. His assessment of his many co-workers was often correct.



138 Chaim Weizrmnn

When not voicing anger at others' incompetence, he wrote with confi
dence and pride—a kind of Zionist noblesse oblige—that he would take 
on the burden others would not shoulder.

I realize that we are alone, just a small band of workers [bearing] a gigantic 
task on our shoulders, waging a desperate struggle lest we get crushed by 
the weight of the burden. A long time will have to elapse before better, 
stronger creative forces rise in Judaism. Until then we are the ones who are 
called upon to keep watch . . .m + ...

In addition to his well-founded reproaches aimed at specific col
leagues, Weizmann felt generally dissatisfied with numerous segments 
of Jewry: the "old, serene and overfed . . .  the people who rest on their 
cheap Zionist laurels" and the "inept" students.113 He was as disgusted 
with the inactivity of the Hashahar group in Geneva, which he had been 
instrumental in founding,114 as he was with the lack of initiative among 
the Russians.115

In the face of this widespread inertia, Weizmann lost interest in the 
affairs of the Democratic Faction. In light of the tremendous efforts he 
had invested in its organization, from December 1901 to the fall of 1902, 
his abrupt disinterest in the Democratic Faction stands out in stark relief. 
Less than a week after his return to Geneva he wrote to Feiwel: "Fac
tion: a change must be effected in this. We have already become a fic
tion." In response to Feiwel's demand that a faction bureau be opened 
in Geneva, Weizmann revealed that the Democratic Faction was no longer 
his top priority: "I consider the University the only right and important 
thing now . . ,"116 This change of heart reflected Ids realization that the 
Democratic Faction could not accomplish much for the movement at this 
point.117

Weizmann lost interest in the Faction because it could not accomplish 
much, whereas in the university project he saw an alternative that could 
succeed and thus provide him and other "progressive elements" with a 
power base within the movement. Weizmann had come to the conclu
sion that the Democratic Faction would be unable to seize control of the 
Zionist movement through direct confrontation. At most it could exert 
influence through cultural enterprises with which it was intimately tied, 
such as the periodical, the Juedischer Verlag, and the university.

For all intents and purposes Weizmann had given up on the Demo
cratic Faction by the end of 1902. However, when it suited his purposes 
to pretend that it was still a viable force in the movement, he presented 
himself as its spokesman. This is particularly evident in the so-called 
Schauer affair. It began with a meeting of the Academic Zionist Society 
of Bern, most of whose membership belonged to the Democratic Fac
tion. At a special meeting the students had decided to have meals served 
in their cafeteria on Yom Kippur of 1902. Dr. Joseph Seliger wrote an 
article in the orthodox anti-Zionist paper Der Israelit in which he con
demned the action of the students. Though he admitted that most Zi
onists would not have condoned such action, he claimed that it suited
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the program of the Democratic Faction, "which has set the elimination 
of religion as its goal."118 Der Israelit, which was published in Mainz, 
turned to the local prominent Zionist Dr. Rudolf Schauer, who replied 
to the Seliger article in the same issue of Der Israelit. Schauer condemned 
the behavior of the Bern students but claimed that Zionists in general 
dissociated themselves from people like the Factionists in Bern. He de
scribed the members of the Faction as a tiny minority in the Zionist camp, 
Russian assimilationists tainted with nihilistic ideas. The Faction's pro
gram, wrote Schauer, showed its members to be far removed horn 
everyday life; they lacked contact beyond their small circle and could 
therefore not find any converts to their immature ideas.119

On behalf of the Democratic Faction Feiwel wrote a very sharp decla
ration protesting against the article by Schauer, attacking the author per
sonally and refuting his claims. Feiwel's declaration was signed by the 
members of the Moscow faction's bureau and by Aberson, Feiwel, and 
Weizmann for the Geneva bureau, supplemented by forty other signa
tories.120 Weizmann, who since 1900 had virtually ceased all his activities 
in the Swiss Zionist Federation, took part in the latter's conference in 
Biel, in December 1902, since the Schauer affair was to be a major topic 
of the discussions.121 It seems that the Democratic Faction and its sym
pathizers retained the upper hand in the debates that took place rthere, 
though at the last moment condemnatory resolutions were passed against 
both Schauer and the Academic Zionist Society. Two weeks later Weiz
mann wrote on* behalf of the Democratic Faction to Dr. David Farbstein, 
a lawyer and former member of the Berlin Verein, giving Farbstein the 
power of attorney to set up arbitration procedures.122

Weizmann's two-month involvement with the Schauer, affair demon
strates that despite his growing separation from the Democratic Faction, 
he was still concerned that it retain its reputation as a progressive van
guard in the Zionist movement, unblemished by scandal. For the time 
being he was willing to let the organizational work associated with the 
Democratic Faction lie dormant while he pursued more important cul
tural activities. Despite his characterization, in November 1902, of the 
Faction as "fiction," he still perceived it as consisting of the best—if 
sometimes infuriatingly inactive—forces in Jewry. Though Ahad Ha'Am 
was not officially a member of the Faction, he was considered its backer 
and ally, which explains why Weizmann and other members of the 
Democratic Faction jumped to the aid of Ahad Ha'Am, the champion of 
"spiritual" and "cultural" Zionism, in his quarrel with Max Nordau, the 
champion of "political" Zionism. The context for this affair was pro
vided by Herzl's novel Altneuland.

Shortly after the Minsk Conference Altneuland was published. The book 
is a utopian novel describing Palestine twenty years after receipt of a 
charter from the sultan in 1903. Its main protagonists are an assimilated 
Jewish lawyer named Friedrich Loewenberg—representing Herzl during 
his Paris days«—who is weary of life, and a rich German officer by the 
name of Kingscourt, who is in the same spiritual condition. Both are on
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their way to a lonely island in the Cook Archipelago, where they plan 
to live in isolation. En route to the island they stop off briefly in Pales
tine. In 1923 they leave their island to take one more look at the world. 
In Egypt they learn that Palestine had undergone changes and decide to 
see for themselves. They disembark in Haifa, which is now the safest 
and most modem port in the Mediterranean, and discover a completely 
transformed country, namely, Altneuland (Old-New Land). They find that 
within two decades a "new society" had been created on the basis of the 
charter from the Turks. Masses of Jews have come tö settle the land and 
have created new technologies. They have built villages and cities, schools, 
a university, an academy for the arts, theaters, an opera, and so forth. 
Education is free to all, from kindergarten to the university in Jerusalem. 
The new society was built on the principles of cooperatives, with a view 
to safeguarding the rights of the individual. Every citizen devotes two 
years of his life—from the age of eighteen to twenty—to public service. 
There is tolerance toward all religions and nations and equal rights, 
without any discrimination on the basis of religion, race, or gender, and 
Jews and Arabs live in peace and harmony.123

Viewed in hindsight, the novel has an uncanny prophetic flavor to it. 
This is not the way Herzl's contemporaries, including some of his close 
friends, saw it. They viewed the novel as being full of unrealistic expec
tations and too deeply riddled with the spirit of Western culture and civ
ilization. Ahad Ha'Am was particularly incensed. He published a dev
astating review of the book in Hashiloah, in which he also insulted Herzl 
personally in a sarcastic and condescending tone. Ahad Ha'Am saw 
nothing positive in the book. His chief criticism was directed at the kind 
of society described in Altneuland. He argued that the major character
istic of such a society would be to imitate other nations in order to please 
the non-Jews. Why would the academy devote itself to general human 
questions while ignoring Hebrew language and culture? Was it for fear 
that it would be considered too chauvinistic or too Jewish?124 Essen
tially, concluded Ahad Ha'Am, the society described by Herzl would be 
devoid of any national spirit. It would be an apish copy of other socie
ties, dominated by a spirit of "slavishness in the midst of freedom,"125 
which, according to Ahad Ha'Am, was the hallmark of Western Jewish 
life.

At Herzl's request Nordau replied.126 His defense of Herzl consisted 
of a vicious attack on Ahad Ha'Am. No doubt Nordau also used this 
opportunity to settle old scores with the latter.127 His attack was insult
ing, personal, and almost vulgar. He called Ahad Ha'Am's arguments 
"partly foolish, partly limited, and malicious." Most of Nordau's article 
did not deal with the substance of Ahad Ha'Am's review but rather with 
the personality and character of the reviewer. He claimed that Ahad 
Ha'Am wanted the Jewish people to develop its essential uniqueness 
"amid Asian savagery, the enemy of culture" (kulturfeindlichen, wilden 
Asiatentum), and accused Ahad Ha'Am of intolerance, going so far as to 
say that he wanted to institute the Russian knout and the inquisition.
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Nordau dismissed Ahad Ha'Am's essays as "nonsense, empty and ob
scure pretensions, a hodgepodge of popular verbiage gathered from var
ious European feuilletonists, expressions improperly understood, a chaos 
of mixed-up terms lacking intelligent thought." He accused him of using 
Zionist platforms for vile and treacherous attacks on others and de
scribed him as a secular protest-rabbi and bitter anti-Zionist.128

Nordau's article, distributed by Die Welt to Jewish papers throughout 
Europe, created a furor within the Zionist world. Almost everyone took 
a stand. There were those who defended Ahad Ha'Am and others who 
defended Nordau. For a long time Ahad Ha'Am maintained that there 
were sharply drawn differences between Eastern and Western Jewry.129 
In his eyes the controversy with Nordau was symptomatic of this cleav
age. Many of their contemporaries, and some who wrote about this in
cident later, saw it the same way. Even Weizmann, a staunch upholder 
of an East-West synthesis, was carried away by the passion of the de
bate. His first reaction to Nordau's article is contained in a letter to Vera:

I could never have imagined Nordau descending to slanderous vilification 
of this type, verging on the behavior of an informer . . . The struggle be
tween East and West within Jewry has now worsened and the editors of Die 
Welt have lightly flung the apple of discord into our camp. I trust that we 
shall finally succeed in letting the world know where hegemony in Jéwry 
rightfully belongs—in the hands of the author of Degeneration [Nordau] or 
in those of the young, spiritually free Eastern Jews.130
The issue was* much more complicated than simply an East-West schism. 

The divisions within Jewry were not only geographic but also ideological 
and moral.131 Thus, Shmarya Levin, an East European and one of Ahad 
Ha'Am's most devoted disciples, wrote his master an open, chastising 
letter:

Herzl builds and you take issue with him. Herzl writes a 342-page novel and 
you write a small 12-page pamphlet and destroy Herzl's entire structure . . . 
This in itself is not sufficient evidence of the superiority of talent of the one 
who destroys over the builder. We could have brought many examples from 
all walks of life which would demonstrate how much more difficult it is to 
build than to destroy . . . Herzl writes a novel in which, as is the case with 
all novels, is contained a mixture of fiction and truth [Dichtung und Wahr
heit], and you come with the accountant's dry mentality, searching for faults, 
which you easily find on each and every of the 342 pages.132
Isaac Rothstein, a collaborator of Weizmann's from Rostov-on-Don, 

sharply criticized Weizmann's support of Ahad Ha'Am's position. In a 
poignant letter he reminded Weizmann that no matter what his failings, 
Herzl was the one true giant in the Zionist movement.

With all due respect to Ahad Ha'Am . . . let's not forget that he is our op
ponent, that he has not ceased to mock Herzl all the time and to degrade 
him without cause . . .  If we speak of the last affair, was he fair toward 
Herzl? Does his article constitute a critique? . . .  Let us not forget that while 
Ahad- Ha Am is traveling in Russia as an inspector of the Wissotzky Tea
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Company and philosophizes about some mystical rejuvenation of our souls, 
Herzl is traveling in Europe and worries about achieving our goals. And Herzl 
was truly successful in rejuvenating and uniting us. Even if isolated expres
sions in Nordau's article arouse anger, nevertheless, to add our signatures 
to the protest is to weaken ourselves, and thus we are only fortifying Ahad 
Ha'Am's criticism of Herzl. This is an undiplomatic move!. . . How can we 
exchange [Zionism] with Nationalism? That's a joke. Nationalism in the spirit 
of Dubnov or Ahad Ha'Am has an empty ring; it would have disappeared 
long ago were it not for Herzlism. Ahad Ha'Am owes Herzl more than any
one else and let us not delude ourselves: "the Jewish spirit," "the spirit of 
Jewish culture," Ahad Ha'Am's favorite expressions, are useful only as prop
aganda tools and I doubt much will remain of this once we move to Pales
tine. And what is the meaning of this spirit? Ahad Ha'Am himself has no 
idea . . .133

On the other hand, Leo Wintz, a Ukrainian Jew who had moved to 
the West, defended Ahad Ha'Am,134 as did Berthold Feiwel, a bona fide 
West European Jew.135 Even a prominent political Zionist and otherwise 
staunch supporter of Herzl like Adolf Friedemann of Germany admit
ted—albeit only to his diary—that Ahad Ha'Am was correct in his con
troversy with Nordau.136

Weizmann's letter to Vera dated March 15, 1903, in which he cast the 
Nordau-Ahad Ha'Am clash in East-West terms, expressed momentary 
anger at Nordau but did not truly reflect Weizmann's views on the re
lationship between Eastern and Western Jewry. Weizmann continuously 
strove to find a synthesis between the Jewishness of the East and the 
culture of the West. At the Fifth Zionist Congress, for example, when 
Alfred Klee of Germany compared the Russian Zionist proletariat with 
the West European Zionist intellectuals,137 Weizmann stated his views 
very clearly: "If one speaks of intellectuals, it is true that the Germans 
possess a higher degree of European culture than do the Russians, but 
the organic Jewish culture is to be found among the Russians. I don't 
want to state that one is superior to the other but rather that we must 
strive to find a synthesis between these two tendencies, to try to fuse 
the European and Russian elements . . ,"138 As has been pointed out 
previously, Weizmann greatly respected the West, especially Western 
culture. By the same token, he often derided the East European masses 
and their leaders. He saw the university and periodical projects as are
nas in which a synthesis could be forged between the two cultures. 
Weizmann also suggested that the Democratic Faction could bridge the 
gap between East and West by fusing the East European Jewish "es
sence" with European civilization:

What we regard as Jewish culture [Kultur] has till lately been confused with 
Jewish religious worship [Kultus], and when culture in the literal sense was 
discussed, the Zionists of West[em] Europe thought that it referred to the 
improvement of educational facilities in East[em] Europe. Perhaps it is now 
understood, because of the specific activities of Faction members, that the 
totality of Jewish national achievement is intended—particularly that litera-
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ture, art, scientific research should all be synthesized with Europeanism, 
translated into modem creativity, and expressed in institutions bearing their 
own individual character.139

Weizmann's conception of the East-West relationship was not the only 
issue on which he disagreed with Ahad Ha'Am. First, he still admired 
Herzl, albeit grudgingly at times, both as a human being and a master 
politician. His attitude toward Herzl was a mixture of amazement, jeal
ousy, and criticism on specific issues. Even with his blemishes, Herzl 
was still, as Weizmann called him, the "Light of the Exile."140 In addi
tion, unlike Ahad Ha'Am, Weizmann had not given up on political 
Zionism. He had only criticized its monopoly within the movement. He 
wrote to Kalman Marmor, who was close to the affairs of the Democratic 
Faction, "You know the views of my friends and myself on this [the 
Nordau-Ahad Ha'Am affair]:141 we are opposed to Ahad Ha'Am be
cause he is not a political Zionist. . ."142 As a political realist Weizmann 
could not fully accept Ahad Ha'Am's purist stance on Zionist issues. While 
Ahad Ha'Am followed his principles to the letter, Weizmann always 
considered his obligations as a leader who must attain certain goals. In
evitably this led Weizmann to tactical moves which resulted in a com
promising of his principles.

Nevertheless, over the years there had been a gradual, cumulative 
rapprochement between Weizmann and Ahad Ha'Am on a number of 
issues. After all, Ahad Ha'Am was the major exponent of Hebrew lan
guage and litèrature and Jewish cultural projects, issues which the Dem
ocratic Faction and its spiritual forebears had raised since the Second Zi
onist Congress.143 Moreover, Weizmann and his friends took offense at 
Nordau's condescending tone toward Ahad Ha'Am and East European 
Jews in general.144 As a Russian Jew of a similar background, Weizmann 
clearly shared with Ahad Ha'Am the same basic values. It was only nat
ural that Weizmann and his friends would now, out of personal loyalty, 
come to Ahad Ha'Am's defense. Thus, Weizmann's defense of Ahad 
Ha'Am stemmed from an emotional tie and not necessarily from moral 
conviction. What made this move easier psychologically was the fact that 
the battle was waged against Nordau and not directly against Herzl him
self. Buber, Feiwel, and Weizmann published a declaration in many Jewish 
newspapers, signed by sixteen other Zionist personalities,145 which stated, 
inter alia:

Everyone who knows Ahad Ha'Am's meritorious achievements realizes that 
there is no need to defend the man who helped create spiritual Zionism. 
This fearless man of truth in thought and deed. This ethical man who is 
regarded by the best East European Jews with love and trust. This genuine 
and perfect Jew who appeared as the most radical combatant on behalf of 
the national movement long before the advent of political Zionism and who 
issued the call for the redemption of the people, the language and the land. 
All who know this will admit that it is superfluous to defend Ahad Ha'Am 
against the defamations and degradations contained in Nordau's article. 
However, we consider ourselves honor bound to protest most vigorously,
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in the name of many West European Jewish authors, against this pitiful deed, 
which does injustice both to the man and the issue at hand.146

All in all, it was a dignified response to Nordau, though others, like Leo 
Wintz, chose to defend Ahad Ha'Am by means of personal insults against 
Nordau.147 In the final analysis, there were no winners in this contro
versy. Everyone lost, in a sense, because of the damage this ugly dis
pute had done to the image and dignity of the movement vis-à-vis the 
non-Zionist world and its contribution to an actual worsening of rela
tions between Eastern and Western Zionists.148 Weizmann, who realized 
this at the outset, did not enter the controversy lightly. He was already 
embroiled in disputes with the Zionist leadership which could easily es
calate into an irreparable rift. He had managed to find diplomatic solu
tions in the past two years and was reluctant to easily rupture his rela
tionship with Herzl. His political sense told him that "there are bound 
to be fierce repercussions at the Congress."149 He had used almost iden
tical words in 1901 when he had refused to accede to Herzl's demand 
that he cease preparing for the Youth Conference. In March 1903 he could 
not have foreseen that within a very brief period a breach with the Zi
onist leadership would indeed ensue on matters that were far more se
rious. The Nordau-Ahad Ha'Am controversy was only a symptom of 
the ideological battle looming at the upcoming Zionist congress.
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From Kishinev to Uganda

On March 17, 1903, Weizmann set out from Berlin on his tour of Russia, 
full of confidence that his various projects were finally moving in the 
right direction. His meetings in Berlin with Feiwel and Buber convinced 
him that Der Jude was only a few weeks away from publication; the 
Juedischer Verlag already had a few publications to its credit, with other 
manuscripts of quality arriving steadily. Most important, he had finally 
been able to establish a university committee in Berlin composed of dis
tinguished academicians.1 Thus, he could point to tangible achieve
ments on his tour and speak with authority about plans for the future. 
He was still savoring his success in Berlin when he arrived in Warsaw 
the following day. He stayed at the home of his sister Miriam and his 
brother-in-law Chaim Lubzhinsky. "Berlin," he wrote to his faithful 
Catherine Dorfman, "was successful beyond all expectations . . .  I only 
arrived today and am sounding things ou t. . . Am on fire. Full of hope."2

Warsaw turned out to be as successful as Berlin, though he had to work 
much harder to make any headway. It was difficult to find a common 
denominator with the various groups, the "Poles of the Mosaic persua
sion, hasidim, our Litvaks."3 His brother-in-law and Nahum Sokolow, 
the editor of Hatzfirah, helped him make contacts and arranged for the 
larger meetings,4 but he had to do the legwork and call on people who 
had long forgotten their Jewishness. "The sight of these well-fed, un
feeling folk wrung my heart," he wrote Vera.5 Then came a dramatic 
meeting "in the very heart of the assimilationist circles; the entire Polish 
intelligentsia had been mobilized . . . The speakers who came to the 
meeting are noted in Warsaw as 'silver-tongued' orators . . ."6 The 
meeting began at 7 p .m . Weizmann spoke for three hours, covering "the 
entire Zionist platform." Then came the counterattack, led by Henrik 
Nussbaum, an extreme assimilationist, who thundered against Weiz
mann and his miserable university project, which, he claimed, was about 
to ruin Jewry and provoke a pogrom. Weizmann sat quietly, listening to 
these defamations, until his turn came at midnight. This time he spoke 
for four straight hours, answering the charges against Zionism and his 
own'person. Weizmann accused Nussbaum and his friends of not being
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Jews and wondered why they had come at all. "This fell like a bomb
shell, and exploded with enormous effect . . .  In brief, my resolution 
was carried by a majority of all against two. From 4 a .m . on, the Warsaw 
telephone was kept busy informing Jewry of the victory." In short, he 
had "mopped the floor" with his opponents.7 The next day he was be
sieged by reporters from the Jewish papers who wanted to have more 
details about the university project. Moreover, he was able to organize 
a university committee and received pledges for tw$> thousand rubles.8

As always after intensive intellectual or physical exertion, Weizmann 
was exhausted and stayed in bed for two days. Despite his weakness, 
on March 27 he went to Lodz for two days. Upon his return to Warsaw 
he reported that he looked "worse than I did after the Fifth Congress."9 
But he was exhilarated; he was able to get pledges for another five thou
sand rubles in Lodz.10 He was less pleased with the kinds of Jews he 
met. "Not in my wildest dreams did I imagine this kind of moral pros
titution . . ."n His encounter with Polish Jewry had led him to evaluate 
them as harshly as the Jews of Pinsk, Odessa, and Rostov-on-Don.

On March 31 he arrived in Pinsk, where he planned to stay for ten 
days until after the Passover holiday, when he would continue his cam
paign in Moscow. He had now made up his mind that the time had come 
to tell his family about Vera. His relatives must have suspected all along 
that something was amiss in his relationship with Sophia, who had sud
denly stopped visiting them in Pinsk. His fears of telling his parents that 
Vera had replaced Sophia were groundless, and they immediately in
vited Vera to join them for Passover.12 In the meantime he found out 
that his Moscow trip would have to be canceled. The tsar was just then 
visiting the dty, and members of the Democratic Faction in Moscow feared 
that any meeting connected with Zionism would arouse police suspi
cion.13 Instead he went to Kharkov—even before the Passover holiday 
began—where the previous fall he had established a university commit
tee. It was a useful visit in which he was able to regroup the pro- 
university forces for purposes of publicity and propaganda in large cities 
of central Russia.14 Yet the Kharkov trip was marred by information he 
received there from Vladimir Tyomkin, the area leader for the Elizavet- 
grad region. Tyomkin confirmed rumors that had been current since 
February 1903 concerning an imminent ban on privileged Jews, who were 
entitled to settle and conduct their business affairs outside the Pale of 
Settlement. In a typically ambivalent passage Weizmann wrote, "I can't 
see how the Jews can be restricted any further. And yet deep in my heart 
I am rather pleased that the privileged groups will now get it. Let them 
find out for themselves what assimilation means. I am so consumed with 
rage and vexation that I am afraid to meet people. I feel like shouting 
abuse in their faces."15

He was less ambivalent and, in fact, quite worried about another piece 
of information brought by Tyomkin. He learned for the first time about 
a secret memorandum on Zionism, which had been prepared in the 
Russian Ministry of the Interior, whose conclusions boded ill for the
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movement. The legal status of the World Zionist Organization in Russia 
was on shaky grounds. On the one hand, a country-wide organization 
was forbidden, but local activities were allowed and the Minsk Confer
ence had received a special permit. At the same time, the importation 
into Russia of the shares and provisional certificates of the Jewish Colo
nial Trust was prohibited in October 1902. It was clear, then, that a se
cret memorandum, written by Alexei Lopukhin, the chief of police in the 
Ministry of the Interior, could only signal a worsening of attitude by the 
government toward Zionism. Indeed, this very detailed memorandum, 
which dealt with the history of Zionism since the appearance of Herzl's 
Der Judenstaat, contained information and allegations that were ex
tremely damaging.16 Among other things, the memorandum made the 
unfounded allegation that there was a connection between the Demo
cratic Faction and the social democratic movement and implied that the 
activities of the Democratic Faction in Russia should be banned. The 
memorandum revealed an intimate knowledge of the activities and 
opinions of individuals such as Bemstein-Kohan, who was suspected of 
radicalism, Ussishkin, Ahad Ha'Am, and others. Its last section dealt ex
tensively with Weizmann and his efforts to create a Jewish university. 
On the basis of the Minsk Conference proceedings it concluded that 
Zionism no longer confined itself to promoting Jewish emigration from 
Russia, but had become a popular movement which sought to organize 
Russian Jewry as a separate nationality, with its own Hebrew culture. 
Finally, Zionism was turning the formerly docile Jewish masses into an 
opposition movement against the government.17

Weizmann had just enough time to get back to Pinsk via Kiev for the 
eve of the Passover holiday. No sooner had he arrived at home than he 
received a telegram from Simon Rosenbaum summoning him to Minsk 
to discuss the memorandum. Rosenbaum was a regional leader for the 
Minsk area and had been one of the organizers and a vice president of 
the Minsk Conference of 1902. Somehow he had managed to secure a 
copy of the Ministry of the Interior's secret memorandum. When Weiz
mann arrived in Minsk, he showed Rosenbaum a memorandum he had 
written about the Democratic Faction, explaining its true character to the 
Russian authorities. Rosenbaum was to submit this explanation to the 
Ministry of the Interior in St. Petersburg.18 In light of the danger to Zi
onists implied in the Interior Ministry's memorandum, Weizmann's use 
of his time in Minsk to address an illegal meeting of the city's Poalei Zion 
(Zionist Workers) branch was courageous. Both Yitzhak Berger, who 
headed the Minsk branch, and Weizmann felt there was common ground 
between the Poalei Zion and the Democratic Faction, primarily their mu
tual interest in consolidating the "democratic elements" in Zionism. The 
Minsk branch of the Poalei Zion was established in 1899. Other groups 
followed in White Russia and Lithuania. In its early stages the objectives 
of the movement in Minsk included the following: to voice the views of 
working-class Jews who had Zionist sympathies; to satisfy the Jewish 
masses that adherence to Zionism was in consonance with the aim of
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workers to improve their lot; to stem the inroads made by the Bundists; 
and to press for the democratization of the Zionist momvement.19 Weiz
mann was sufficiently in sympathy with these aims to risk an illegal 
meeting with Poalei Zion in an isolated building in the woods.20 He came 
away with the feeling that "in Pinsk, Homel, Bobruisk and Minsk, Poalei 
Zion is a very gratifying phenomenon, our only fighting force."21 The 
experience with the Poalei Zion must have given him a taste of the con
ditions under which the Bund was operating in Russia. He had long been 
envious of the aura of danger and courage surrounding the Bund, fac
tors which helped attract the youth to their ranks.

Despite Weizmann's memorandum and the efforts of others in the 
movement, the government eventually decided to crack down on Zion
ism. On July 7, 1903, Minister of the Interior Vyacheslav von Plehve and 
Lopukhin, the director of his police department, sent a secret circular to 
the Russian provincial authorities in which they again forbade the im
portation of Jewish Colonial Trust shares into Russia and also prohibited 
collections for the Jewish National Fund. Public Zionist meetings were 
forbidden, as was the unauthorized establishment of Zionist schools and 
libraries.22 Yet these developments were still almost three months away. 
For the moment Weizmann must have felt lucky to have evaded the po
lice in Minsk.. As he slowly wound his way back to Geneva—stopping 
off again at Pinsk, Berlin, and Karlsruhe—he must have reflected on how 
differently his propaganda campaign had evolved from the way he had 
planned it in March. At the same time he was satisfied; he had adapted 
well to changing circumstances, had raised a respectable sum of money, 
and had finally formalized and legitimized with his parents his relation
ship with Vera. In the train he had plenty of time to reflect on this and 
other matters, but like most Zionists he had no knowledge whatsoever 
of Herzl's actual diplomatic moves. After he heard in Berlin the news of 
Herzl's trip to El Arish, he wrote to Vera in a matter-of-fact tone. "Herzl's 
journey to Egypt has apparently been very successful and has had pos
itive results in terms of colonization."23 About a year earlier, upon hear
ing of Herzl's visit to the sultan, he had written to her in a similar vein, 
with equal ignorance of the true situation.24

Soon after his return to Geneva, in the last week of April, he received 
an angry letter from Vera. Upon learning that Weizmann had gone to 
Minsk, she exploded:

When will an end come to all your wanderings? . . .  I swear to God, it is 
as though everybody conspired to exploit you to the utmost. You must agree, 
my friend, that the‘Zionists themselves show you no mercy whatsoever and 
wring every bit of strength from you. I spoke very sharply about this with 
[Isaac] Rothstein. Now, when you are so worn out, so utterly exhausted, he 
suddenly says to me: "Couldn't we send Chaim to America now?" as though 
Chaim were an object of some sort. What are they doing? Chaim, what is 
Toldy doing? Buber? All the work is pushed onto your shoulders. I don't 
mean that you should fold your hands and wait for other people to work— 
you'd have to wait a long time for them to begin—but you must ask yourself
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how much longer you can go on with this kind of work and conserve your 
strength. My dear friend, under no circumstances will I let you go anywhere 
this summer, no matter how much you insist. You've .traveled quite enough 
this year.25

Vera's letter arrived on April 30, a few days after the infamous Kishinev 
pogrom, which was to leave a lasting imprint in Jewish history. If Weiz- 
mann had had any desire to listen to Vera's chiding and lead a more 
relaxed existence, resting on his laurels in calm Geneva, it would soon 
evaporate into thin air. Kishinev upset and changed all those projects he 
had worked for so arduously during the past two years. To explain its 
impact a brief recapitulation of the pogrom is necessary.

Kishinev was then the capital of Bessarabia.26 In 1903 some 50,000 Jews 
lived there, constituting 42 percent of a population of 120,000.27 The po
grom was preceded by a venomous anti-Jewish campaign led by Pavel 
Krushevan, editor of the local newspaper Bessarabets, which was heavily 
subsidized by the government. In this hateful atmosphere the body of a 
Christian boy was found and a young Christian woman died in a Jewish 
hospital. A blood libel circulated by Bessarabets spread like wildfire, fol
lowed by a pogrom on April 19 and 20, 1903. According to official statis
tics, 49 Jews lost their lives. More than 500 people were injured^ among 
them 100 were seriously injured and 30 were permanently crippled. Many 
women were raped. Some 800 houses were looted and destroyed and 
600 businesses and shops were vandalized.28 The material damage 
amounted to 2,332,890 rubles (about $1.2 million) and about 2,000 fami
lies were left homeless.29 All the available evidence points to the fact that 
the pogrom was aided and directed by agents of the Ministry of the In
terior and high Russian officials of the Bessarabian administration, pos
sibly with the backing of von Plehve himself.30 While the gruesome kill
ings took place in the streets, military bands played in the Royal Gardens 
and People's Park, attracting large crowds of well-dressed citizens, offi
cers of the garrison, and elegant ladies.31

The young poet Haim Nahman Bialik was sent to Kishinev by the Jewish 
Historical Commission in Odessa in order to interview survivors of the 
pogrom and to prepare a report on the atrocities committed at Kishi
nev.32 Upon his return, he wrote his searing poem "In the City of 
Slaughter," denouncing neither God nor the Russian mob but the Jews 
themselves. Not wholly justifiably, he accused the Jews of cowardly and 
supine acceptance of outrages against them, a theme that was later often 
used by the Zionists. At the same time, the poem also vividly describes 
the wanton destruction and horrendous acts of defilement and murder 
committed by the pogromists.33 Bialik's poem had a tremendous impact. 
There were widespread moves among Jews to establish defense organi
zations, and there were also those who sought revenge.34

The first reports on the pogrom in Kishinev were telegraphed from 
the Rumanian border by Bemstein-Kohan's emissary.35 One such tele
gram probably reached Weizmann. He immediately telegraphed back.
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following it with a letter to Bemstein-Kohan which expressed his feel
ings of alarm and concern and the wish to organize a large relief com
mittee which would send as much funds as possible.36 In light of the 
immediate, far-reaching, and continuous reverberations of the pogrom, 
which shook the entire Jewish world, it is surprising to read Weiz- 
mann's letter to Vera written the following day. Like so many other let
ters to Vera, this one also begins with a complaint about her not writing 
often enough and an expression of his longing for her. He then proceeds 
to inform her of his work in the laboratory and the bureau and tells her 
that he is at work on a memorandum to Herzl. ''All this," he concludes, 
"is extremely important and ïnust be done, at once." And then, as though 
of lesser importance, he adds: "The Kishinev happenings have given us 
added work. We want to organize a collection here in town and then 
start to collect pledges throughout Western Europe. This morning I col
lected 300 francs from students."37 A week after writing this letter to Vera, 
he was still mostly concerned with his memorandum to Herzl and the 
university project. His long letter to Catherine Dorfman dealt primarily 
with a report of his successful Russian tour. Toward the end of the let
ter, he reported that he was cheerful and in a hopeful mood. Again, as 
an afterthought he added, "What poisons this state of well-being is the 
thought of Kishinev."38 It is difficult to understand how Weizmann, who 
was in close touch with and well attuned to every event in Russia, was 
not moved by the virtual "earthquake" created by Kishinev to drop all 
his other activities and devote himself to relief work on behalf of the vic
tims.

One possible explanation for his behavior may be the fact that he was 
still under the powerful impressions of his own Russian tour, or perhaps 
he was unconsciously engaging in wishful thinking that nothing take place 
now to prevent him from reaping the fruits of that tour on behalf of the 
university. It is astonishing that in his memoirs Weizmann ascribed to 
Sokolow his own behavior of almost complete detachment when hearing 
of the Kishinev pogrom. Weizmann's memoirs contain a wholly ficti
tious account of his own reaction:

It was during those Passover days that we got the news of the ghastly Kish
inev pogrom. I lost my head, and was in something like a panic. Not so 
Sokolow. Telegrams were pouring into the office of Hatzfirah, with details of 
the butchery. In the midst of the universal horror Sokolow remained 
calm . . .
I had intended to proceed from Warsaw to Geneva. I abandoned my classes, 
such as they were,“ and returned to the Pale. Together with friends and ac
quaintances I proceeded to organize self-defense groups in all the larger Jewish 
centers. Not long afterward, when a pogrom broke out in Homel, not far 
from Pinsk, the hooligans were suddenly confronted by a strongly orga
nized Jewish self-defense corps . . .  I remember distinctly a time when a 
pogrom came as a positive relief to us . . .At least when the attack took 
place we knew the worst, we could face up to our enemies and then, when 
the storm had passed, we might expect a period of comparative tranquility
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. . . Our dreams of Palestine, our plans of a Hebrew University receded into 
the background . . . Our eyes saw nothing but the blood of slaughtered men, 
women and children, our ears were deaf to every thing,but their cries. When 
at last I did return to Geneva, I found no peace in the laboratory or the lec
ture hall . . J39

Weizmann was indeed in Warsaw when the Kishinev pogrom took place, 
but there is no indication that he reacted to the butchery or, indeed, that 
the news even reached him in Warsaw. In any case, he did not return 
to the Pale but continued his journey to Switzerland, via Berlin and 
Karlsruhe, probably arriving in Geneva on April 25, where Bemstein- 
Kohan's telegram reached him. It is curious how Weizmann was able, 
some forty years later, to totally reconstruct his past. Possibly over time 
he wished to forget his own inappropriate behavior during a time of cri
sis and truly began to believe that he had been present to help the Jews 
of Kishinev and Homel.

Weizmann's ascription of his own behavior to Sokolow came in old 
age, when his distortion of the facts could perhaps have been excused 
as a lapse of memory. But what makes it abundantly clear that he wished 
he had behaved differently is a letter he wrote to Dorothy de Rothschild 
eleven years after thé Kishinev pogrom, in which he reconstructed his 
past thus: "Eleven years ago I happened to be in Russia in the cursed 
town of Kishinev during a Jewish massacre. In a group of about 100 Jews 
we defended the Jewish quarter with revolvers in our hands, defended 
women and girls, Jewish lives and property. We 'slept7 in the ceme
tery—the only 'safe' place, and we saw 80 Jewish corpses [sic] brought 
in, mutilated dead . . ."40 It all sounded very heroic and honorable but, 
in fact, was nothing but wishful fantasy. While Kishinev's Jews were just 
beginning to rebuild their shattered lives, Weizmann was closeted at 4, 
rue Lombard, engrossed in plans for rebuilding the Zionist movement.41

Weizmann's commitment to his projects was so intense that even the 
Kishinev pogrom could not distract him. His success in Russia contin
ued to buoy him. He was confident that the Jewish intelligentisa, if not 
the masses, were slowly realizing the importance of cultural work for 
Zionism. After all, had he not been able to lay the foundation for an ad
ministrative and academic supervisory body for the university? Had he 
not been told by Feiwel and Buber that the first issue of Der Jude was 
ready for the printers? The Jewish Statistical Association and the Jue- 
discher Verlag were now going concerns, and he had financial resources 
which made him independent of the official leadership in Vienna, as well 
as the condescending regional leaders in Russia. He was clearly con
cerned with power and possibly thought that the combined human and 
financial resources associated with the university project and the scat
tered remainder of the Democratic Faction might gain him a powerful 
position at the upcoming Sixth Zionist Congress. Thus, he wrote a long 
letter to Herzl which was most likely edited and turned into excellent 
German by Berthold Feiwel.42 Writing in his own and Feiwel's names, 
he lectured Herzl on the past and present failures of the Zionist leader-
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ship during its seven-year existence. Critical of the past, he offered a 
blueprint for the future. The memorandum to Herzl was not simply a cri 
de coeur but an attempt to prepare a platform and an ideological basis for 
the upcoming congress. Far from being an objective analysis of the con
temporary situation in both East and West, the memorandum was marked 
by selective argumentation which hardly touched on Herzl's immense 
achievements.

In an astute opening maneuver, Weizmann described to Herzl the 
contents of the secret memorandum that had been shown him by Ro
senbaum in Minsk in order to explain how Zionism was viewed by the 
Russian government. Rather than give his own assessment, he wrote that 
the movement was not taken seriously by the Russian authorities; the 
Actions Committee, in particular, was charged with being incapable of 
carrying out the decisions of the congress. He then moved on to a de
scription of the conditions of Zionism in Russia, squeezed as it was be
tween the left-wing revolutionary forces, on the one hand, and the or
thodox right wing, on the other:

. . .  The larger part of the contemporary younger generation is anti-Zionist, 
not from a desire to assimilate, as in Western Europe, but through revolu
tionary conviction. It is impossible to calculate the number of victims, or de
scribe their character, that are annually, indeed daily, sacrificed because of 
their identification with Jewish Social Democracy in Russia. Hundreds of 
thousands of very young boys and girls are held in Russian prisons, or are 
being spiritually and physically destroyed in Siberia . . . Almost all those 
now being victimized in the entire Social Democratic movement are Jews, 
and their number grows every day. They are not necessarily young people 
of proletarian origin; they also come from well-to-do families, and inciden
tally not infrequently from Zionist families. Almost all students belong to 
the revolutionary camp . . . Saddest and most lamentable is the fact that 
although this movement consumes much Jewish energy and heroism, and 
is located within the Jewish fold, the attitude it evidences toward Jewish na
tionalism is one of antipathy, swelling at times to fanatical hatred. Children 
are in open revolt against their parents. The elders are confined within tra
dition and Orthodox inflexibility, the young make their first step a search 
for freedom from everything Jewish . .

This passage recapitulates a long-standing theme with Weizmann. Ever 
since he had come to the West he had fought against the Bund and so
cial democracy as the worst enemies of Zionism. Yet he feared them pre
cisely because he recognized the attractiveness of the revolutionary my- 
thos for young people, the yearning to sacrifice everything, including their 
lives, for the sake of an ideal. He had seen many of his erstwhile Zionist 
comrades, tired of waiting for a legal and formal charter to be handed 
down benevolently by some European power or the sultan, turn to the 
more exhilarating and immediate-opportunities offered by the revolu
tionaries. When he wrote of rifts within families he was no doubt think
ing of the heated debates with his brother Shmuel on these very issues. 
And yet one detects, here and elsewhere, a tone of reluctant sympathy
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toward these movements, a wish, perhaps, that Zionism could offer the 
same opportunities for heroism and self-sacrifice. What infuriated him 
much more was the "enemy" from within Zionism, the Mizrahi, which 
in his opinion suppressed those progressive elements—such as the 
Democratic Faction—that could bring about a change in the direction of 
the movement. He now made an attempt to persuade Herzl to abandon 
the Mizrahi faction:

Now visualize the location within this environment of the few young Zi
onists with an adequate armor of independent thinking and European ed
ucation to combine with their Jewish knowledge: on the one side the revo
lutionaries with their powerful arguments drawn from tragic day-to-day 
realities, their ideal of personal heroism and the magnetism inherent in mar
tyrdom; on the other side Zionism as it is generally conceived and repre
sented in Russia. First, there is the great mass of "Mizrahi," with 10,000 ad
herents. You know very well, dear Doctor, that this group enjoys the special 
patronage of the A.C. We would be the last to impose difficulties upon the 
effort to enroll the Orthodox into Zionism, even though our activities are 
frequently inhibited or paralyzed by them . . . But in the last analysis 
something we could not express at Congresses, and have refrained from 
ventilating in the press, has to be said: blatant promotion of the "Mizrahi" 
at the Congresses, in the press and through administrative acts not only be
tokens a profound lack of understanding but also carries with it incalculable 
damage and mischief . . . The leadership, . . . seems unable to assess or 
determine the kind of ideological sacrifice involved for the Zionist move
ment as a whole in wooing the "Mizrahi"—ideological sacrifice at present, 
but ultimately to be of a more concrete nature.44

Curiously, it was Weizmann himself who, when debating the Bund 
on a number of occasions, had defended the Mizrahi against their at
tacks. In his letter to Herzl, however, he undertook to dissuade the leader 
from further alliance with the orthodox circles. He argued, further, that 
the orthodox were slowly trying to dominate the Zionist movement and 
were alienating the youth of Eastern Europe in the process. This, he im
plied, could only have the effect of driving even more young men and 
women into the ranks of anti-Zionist revolutionary circles. Instead of 
forging a true spirit of idealism, the orthodox were fostering golus—na
tionalism which led to orthodox dogmatism and passive resistance. What 
other models of behavior and ideology were left to the youth of Eastern 
Europe? Apart from complete Russification and assimilation, only a petty 
bourgeois Zionism "exhausting itself in the most superficial propaganda 
activities." Zionism in Eastern Europe had been stagnating; there were 
no new faces to inspire the youth. In short, "the position of young Zi
onists is almost tragic. Misunderstood by the leadership, confined, driven 
into opposition, they have to struggle bitterly, both against foes from 
without as well as against adherents to Zionism, to make the slightest 
advance."45

What, then, was the solution he proposed? What could save the Zi
onist movement from stagnation? The Democratic Faction.
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The Faction forms the connecting link between the older and the younger 
generation. It alone is capable of assuming the struggle against the revolu
tionaries, which indeed it does. It alone is freedom-loving and socially en
lightened. It extracts the Jewish essence from among the masses and pours 
it into a European mold. But what that Jewish essence is, the European Zi
onists refuse to comprehend . . . Perhaps it is now understood, because of 
the specific activities of Faction members, that the totality of Jewish national 
achievement is intended—particularly that literature, art, scientific research 
should all be synthesized with Europeanism, translated *into modem crea
tivity, and expressed in institutions bearing their own individual character. 
We believe that this Jewish çulture, being the most vital form of the people's 
self-expression, is more than a mere part of the national renaissance; next to 
the larger Palestine ideal of Zionism it represents its only remaining at
tribute, and can at least offer the modem Jew dissatisfied with a Shekel con
tribution an approach to a loftier view of life, with scope for enthusiastic 
action. Perhaps it is the only reply that we can make to our opponents, since 
the economic and political reply must be postponed to the future . . -40
One wonders how Weizmann could have possibly believed in many 

of the sentences contained in this last passage. Did he really believe Herzl 
to be so ignorant of the true state of the Democratic Faction as to seri
ously respond to Weizmann's offer to form a link between the genera
tions? Only weeks earlier Weizmann himself had given up the Faction 
as "fiction." He knew quite well that for all intents and purposes it had 
ceased to exist after the Minsk Conference, if not earlier. He also knew 
that every cultural endeavor—the university, the Juedischer Verlag, Der 
Jude—though created in the name of the Democratic Faction, was the re
sult of efforts by a few enterprising, strong-willed, and hard-working in
dividuals. What, then, could have impelled him to make such a sugges
tion, which on the face of it seems almost absurd? Possibly two factors 
motivated him. The first was his recent successful trip to Russia and per
haps the illusion that in the midst of a larger, more passive organization 
youth and enthusiasm could be mobilized and make up in spirit what 
they did not possess in numbers. But he was also—perhaps uncon
sciously—employing one of Herzl's own favorite tactics: the pretense that 
he was leading a large group of followers. He was, in fact, banking on 
his ability to do so in the future, projecting it backward into the past and 
present.

Moreover, Weizmann extolled the virtues of East European Jewry over 
the West European Zionists, "who are utterly remote from Jewish cul
ture." He prescribed that the "Jewish essence" of Eastern Europe should 
be poured "into a European mold." How this would be done he did not 
explain, nor did he explain the method by which European culture would 
be injected into the Jewish masses of Eastern Europe. His own ambiva
lence regarding the East-West conflict came to the fore in this letter to 
Herzl and elsewhere. He was a man straddling the line between these 
two cultures. He believed that the East European Zionists were more 
Jewish, more authentic, but at the same time he felt that they were in
capable of real action, politically—and culturally—immature. The West-
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em Zionists, on the other hand, had only a superficial understanding of 
Zionism, but "Western Jewry will have to be enlisted, particularly if the 
investigation and exposure of the problems of our movement are to be 
undertaken in earnest. . .  a movement such as ours must set great store 
upon political maturity, and this is found in greater abundance beyond 
the frontiers of Russia."47

Reviewing the condition of Zionism country by country, he came to 
the conclusion that not much could be expected from the Zionists in 
Switzerland, Austria, Germany, and England. "Regarding America, it is 
best to remain silent." And yet once more he returned to the theme of 
Eastern versus Western Zionism. Weizmann had derided Russian Zionism 
for years, and his thoughts in the following passage can again only be 
understood in light of his recent positive experiences there two weeks 
earlier. It must also be understood as a passage written by an East Eu
ropean Jew to a West European Jew from an assimilated background who 
had for years been accused of ignoring the needs and wishes of the Rus
sian Zionist leadership.48 Thus, Weizmann informed Herzl that "Rus
sian Zionism towers over the West European variety because of the 
readiness for sacrifice and its undiluted Jewish consciousness, which, taken 
together, constitute as it were an organic Zionist force. West European 
Zionism is in many respects simply a passive form of nationalism and, 
consciously or not, continues in an acceptance of assimilation."49 Hav
ing also dismissed the Western Zionist press—primarily Die Welt—as a 
"quantité négligeable," Weizmann informed Herzl that there was a plan 
afoot in certain quarters to rebel against this un-Jewish form of Zionism. 
Since it was his—and Feiwel's—wish to prevent a split within Zionism, 
they wrote this letter, which could be viewed as "the final opportunity 
to prevent an inner struggle."50 In fact, he seems to have been carried 
away by his own rhetoric and the heat of debate. As a practical man and 
a believer in compromise, Weizmann usually viewed these issues in more 
detached and reasonable terms. Himself a "synthetic" Jew who com
bined in his personality and education both elements, he usually advo
cated a synthesis between East and West.51 Tension between the Rus
sian Zionist leaders and the Vienna-based leadership had indeed been 
rife for years, but Weizmann did not hold the view that the differences 
were irreconcilable.

Thus, he lectured Herzl on the steps to be taken to unify and strengthen 
the movement. These included: the expansion of West European Zionist 
activity, particularly among its youth; a rapprochement between Eastern 
and Western Zionism by injecting West European Zionism with Jewish 
content; intensified efforts to win over for Zionism the Jewish intellec
tuals; a demonstration of real and effective cultural achievements; and a 
serious expansion of practical projects. These tasks were a blueprint for 
the future, yet, Weizmann finally implied, they could be completely 
understood only by men like himself, men who "have had the oppor
tunity to observe, live among, suffer and work with many levels of our 
people, from the drawing rooms of Western Europe to the masses in the
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ghettoes." Clearly implying that Herzl had only a partial knowledge of 
the movement, he added, "We have, moreover, experienced contact with 
all circles within Zionism, including its most estimable people. Particu
larly, we have come to know the youth as few others have."52 Presum
ing to speak in their behalf, he ended with the hope that the congress 
would meet the needs of the youth, but also with a thinly veiled threat 
that if this should not prove to be the case, they would be driven to rebel.

If Weizmann thought he could overwhelm Herzl with this tour de force, 
he was quite mistaken. The letter to Herzl is surely one of Weizmann's 
most eloquent, yet it is not mentioned in Herzl's diaries, which often 
contain partial or even verbatim letters or notes addressed to him. In ret
rospect, it is evident that Weizmann's timing in sending the memoran
dum was poor. For one thing, he had signed his name to the anti-Nor- 
dau protest only a short time previously and had thus indirectly placed 
himself in opposition to Herzl; under different circumstances Herzl might 
have given the memorandum more attention as an authentic plea for co
operation and understanding. Moreover, Herzl had little patience for a 
junior member of the Zionist movement who did not fully support his 
policies. Weizmann's timing was especially poor in the aftermath of 
Kishinev. Herzl felt keenly the need to do something for the victims; he 
was already seriously contemplating a trip to Russia and was still in the 
midst of negotiations for El Arish. Thus, Herzl's reply to Weizmann was 
cool, with an unmistakable air of condescension. On the whole, it did 
not touch directly on the issues Weizmann had raised in his letter but 
rather on the attitude of the Democratic Faction toward the Zionist lead
ership and toward himself in particular: "Your exposé," he told Weiz
mann in one deflating paragraph,

has really not revealed anything new. The factual reports from Russia are 
unfortunately very gloomy and our greatest preoccupation here can only be 
to dispatch aid as speedily and as generously as possible. I do not believe, 
however, that the divisiveness revealed in the conduct of the Faction can 
serve this common purpose . . .  At the same time, I would like to report 
that the Smaller Actions Committee is not the unstable, short-sighted and 
narrow-minded body that is depicted in the controversies conducted, if not 
by the Faction itself, then by friends whom the Faction will find difficult to 
repudiate. You know to what instances, to what newspapers and people my 
comment refers. I have always regarded the Faction favorably—for which 
some of the best Zionists have reproached me . . .  I am not oversensitive 
towards a reasonable opposition, neither do I want songs of praise sung to 
me [ich bin weder ein Streber noch ein eitler Narr] . . .  I would tike to tell you 
that the behavior of the Faction in the case of Nordau-Ahad Ha'Am has 
flabbergasted me . . . This does not prevent me from studying carefully those 
suggestions contained in your exposé which seem worthwhile. Most of the 
questions raised by you can be usefully discussed only at the Congress and 
in the days preceding it. I regard you. Dr. Weizmann, as a person who has 
been temporarily misled, but nevertheless a useful force [eine vorueberge- 
hende, verirrte aber nuetzliche Kraft] who will once more find his way back and 
proceed along the right road together with all of us. I am becoming ever
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more strongly convinced, however, that not all the gentlemen in your group 
are in this category, and I prepare myself for the time when, sooner or later, 
they will be lost to our movement.53

A few weeks later Weizmann suggested to Herzl that they meet to dis
cuss their differences, but he received no reply.54

Herzl was obviously not about to hand over the reins of leadership to 
the Democratic Faction, or even to seek their advice as to how to run the 
movement. He was at an advantage, in any case, being the only one to 
know which diplomatic or administrative steps the Actions Committee 
would take next. He had taken the movement by surprise many times 
before and was about to do it again. If he was previously willing to cul
tivate and aid Weizmann and his group as a possible alternative to the 
Ussishkin-led Russian Landsmanschaft, he could just as easily cut them 
off from most sources of power within the movement, be it a committee 
membership, financial aid from SAC, or his own blessing. Thus, Weiz- 
mann's letter to Herzl ended a relationship that was potentially more 
useful to the former than it could possibly be to the latter. A person as 
sensitive to diplomatic maneuvers as Weizmann must have been aware 
of the consequences his letter might have; at no time in the past did he 
seek an irrevocable break with Herzl. Yet, as was pointed out, i he had 
miscalculated in his timing and possibly also in the tone of the letter. To 
the degree that he had had any influence in the inner circles of SAC, it 
evaporated in. the wake of the Altneuland controversy and his sharp crit
icism of the Zionist leadership.

On the very day he wrote the final version of his letter to Herzl, Weiz
mann fully realized that the Kishinev pogrom had undennined his own 
projects and that he would have to seek new sources of support. Even 
in the face of this major calamity, his obsession with the university proj
ect remained unabated. Every ruble he had collected in pledges in War
saw, Lodz, and Kharkov had now been diverted to aid the victims. He 
knew quite well that without independent resources the entire elaborate 
structure of the Jewish university plan would collapse. Since it was un
likely that he would get funds from the East, he turned to—of all peo
ple—David Wolffsohn, one of Herzl's most trusted and loyal collabora
tors, as well as Julius Moses of Mannheim, chairman of the Mannheim 
University Committee, with a request for loans to tide him over until the 
pledges from Eastern Europe materialized.55 Neither of them complied. 
What was worse, Weizmann's friends in Russia made it clear that for the 
time being the university project and other cultural endeavors were 
completely irrelevant in the face of much greater material needs.56 There 
were fears of pogroms in Kiev and elsewhere.57 Samuel Shriro, his first 
major contributor to the university project, put it bluntly:

I have come to the conclusion that for Jews this is not the right time for 
cultural projects. Everywhere people expect pogroms [in Baku, Yelizavet- 
grad, Odessa, Kiev]. In short, times are turbulent and one does not have 
peace of mind to think about anything . . . Thus, in my opinion, not only
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is this not an appropriate time for cultural projects, but also not for the Jew
ish University [Hochschule]. I had experienced the horrors of 1881 and I can 
state [authoritatively] that 1881 had not produced such fears and feelings of 
uncertainty among Jews as they exist now . . .M

Shriro informed Weizmann that in Baku nine thousand rubles had been 
collected and sent to Kishinev at the initiative not only of Jews but also 
of Armenians and Tatars. How, then, he implied, çpvild anyone think of 
other, less pressing causes?59

In the meantime Herzl had also made it clear to Buber and his asso
ciates that in light of their attack on Nordau he could not possibly par
ticipate in or contribute to the publication of Der Jude.60 Buber's attempt 
to explain that the protest against Nordau was not a sign of disloyalty to 
Herzl, that it merely reflected disavowal of the form and method of dis
tribution of Nordau's article, and that there was no connection between 
himself and his associates in the Democratic Faction with the articles in 
Ost und West61 fell on deaf ears. Herzl found it difficult to accept so sim
ple an explanation.62 To Buber's contention that he and his friends were 
kept away from Zionist affairs Herzl replied indignantly that both Feiwel 
and Buber had been given the opportunity to edit the major party paper 
Die Welt; what more could they—or, for that matter, anyone—expect? 
He also sounded a warning signal: "I don't want to conceal my opinion 
that the so-called Faction, for reasons that elude me, has taken the wrong 
path. My advice is—strive to find your way back to the [Zionist] move
ment . . .'/63 Herzl seems to have maintained a similarly hostile atti
tude toward the Juedischer Verlag, which was also viewed as a center of 
opposition to his leadership.64

The plans and projects Weizmann and his friends had worked on so 
diligently were falling apart in the wake of Kishinev and the internal Zi
onist opposition. Yet Weizmann was not easily deterred. On the con
trary, one of his greatest virtues was his resilience and ability to draw 
on his own intellectual and physical resources at moments that seemed 
quite hopeless. In this instance, too, having fully realized the situation 
in the East and what it would mean for him and other members of the 
Democratic Faction, he changed his plans and tactics almost immedi
ately. "We must now wait for two months at least until the pain sub
sides and people can think of something besides Kishinev,"65 he wrote 
to a friend. Once more he joined the effort to collect funds for the vic
tims of the pogrom. At the end of May he traveled to Munich, site of his 
previous battles with the Bundists. This time he was able to report to 
Vera that "yesterday's [May 23] meeting lasted until two in the morning 
and went off more than brilliantly. There was such an exalted mood, and 
the various parties, including the Bund, responded so nobly—the like of 
which I never expected."6̂  At the same time he urged his friends not to 
lose heart. "We of all people . . . must not lose our heads just now, but 
mobilize all our energies and keep striving to build upon the ruins."67 

Having temporarily lost the momentum that was generated by the
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university project, he made a desperate attempt to save the.Democratic 
Faction as an alternate source of influence and power within the move
ment. He was convinced that the Vienna-based leadership, with the more 
or less active aid of hostile Russian Zionist leadership,, was determined 
to destroy the Faction: 'They are fighting against the Faction, with the 
intention of killing it off politically even before the Congress . . Z'68 He 
repeated the charges in a letter to Nahum Sokolow, though he admitted 
that he might be overstating his case:

In Vienna a spirit seems to prevail whereby whatever does not conform to 
the "Viennese" concept of Zionism must be cast root and branch out of the 
Party. Everything is judged there from the point of view of the Ahad Ha'Am- 
Nordau business, and woe unto him who bears the mark of Cain in oppo
sition to Nordau. A crusade has now been launched against the Faction, and 
particularly against individual personalities within it, from many sides. Herzl, 
Ussishkin, the "Mizrahi," all have got together to become the hangmen of 
the young, freedom-loving elements of the movement.69

The fight was on and the Democratic Faction was to be the bulwark of 
the "young, freedom-loving elements" in the struggle against the "old, 
authoritarian," Herzl-dominated Viennese leadership.70 Weizmann's so
lution to the threat against the Democratic Faction was twofold: fb try to 
elect as many Faction members to the Sixth Zionist Congress as possible71 
and to hold a preliminary Democratic Faction conference just prior to the 
congress.72 The aim of the pre-congress conference would be to trans
form the Democratic Faction from a political faction active only during 
congresses into a permanent "working group" able to undertake various 
cultural and political tasks whenever required.73

In order to reach as many comrades as possible within a short period 
of time, Weizmann sent out a circular on June 17, 1903, which dealt with 
the preparations for the Sixth Zionist Congress. It included a list of lo
calities in Russia where there were good chances of electing Democratic 
Faction candidates. It also contained a list of over forty candidates sug
gested by Weizmann and Buber, information on the proposed confer
ence, and propaganda activities. The circular also mentioned the possi
bility of sending a Faction member to Palestine before the start of the 
congress to compose a report on the educational system there which 
would, once and for all, settle the question of the best location for the 
Jewish university. The last point mentioned was the publication of Der 
Jude, for which money was needed immediately. Funds were needed for 
all aspects of work until the pledges made in Russia could be called in.74

Some of Weizmann's friends in Russia and in the West must have been 
surprised by his flurry of activity in the period before the Sixth Zionist 
Congress. For one, they were not terribly impressed by the letter he had 
sent Herzl, copies of which went to a number of them.75 In addition, his 
remarks concerning the Democratic Faction as the only element within 
the Zionist movement capable of useful work must have raised quite a 
few eyebrows among those who had a more realistic assessment of the
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Faction. If Weizmann had any illusions about the state of the Faction, 
about how strong it really was, his friends were determined to remind 
him in no uncertain terms of the real situaton and of the kind of help he 
could expect from them and others. Replies to Weizmann's letters and 
circular of June 17 were harsh and uncompromising, even from among 
those who had a genuine concern and interest in the welfare of the 
Democratic Faction.

Abraham Idelson, one of the leading members çf the Democratic Fac
tion in Russia and a member of its Russian Central Committee, wrote 
that the experience of the last two years had proved that the Democratic 
Faction could function as a useful group only during congresses; in be
tween congresses it was a dead organism. He stated unambiguously that 
members of the Faction were incapable of carrying out practical tasks, 
everything was formulated in vague terms, and the Faction's program 
did not materially differ from the general Zionist platform.76 Joseph Pok- 
rassa of Kharkov, a member of the Democratic Faction and the Kharkov 
Committee for the Jewish University, supported the perpetuation of the 
Faction, but only on condition that it apply itself to practical work.77 Mi
chael Kroll, who helped direct the activities of the Democratic Faction's 
bureau in Moscow, was skeptical about the Faction's pre-congress con
ference, fearing that it would, as in the past, be devoted to theoretical 
formulations. He complained that Russia was full of Faction members, 
but without a real Faction, each doing as he pleased.78 Even Buber, who 
was in close touch with Weizmann for many months, had all but given 
up on the Democratic Faction, using phrases similar to those which 
Weizmann himself had written in moments of frustration. The Faction 
as such, wrote Buber, had accomplished next to nothing over the pre
ceding seventeen months; its only accomplishment was its program. In 
fact, the Faction did not exist, except as a figment of the imagination of 
a few individuals. He suggested the total transformation of the Faction, 
which would involve everything from a change of its name to Bnei Chorin 
to its method of operation and a revised program.79

The most devastating indictment came from Victor Jacobson of Sim
feropol, in the Crimea, who had known Weizmann since their days as 
members of the Berlin Verein. Jacobson was at the time a member of 
GAC, Zionist regional leader for the Simferopol area, a member of the 
council of the Jewish Colonial Trust, and since 1901 director of the Rus
sian Zionist Information Center. By virtue of his formal positions, as well 
as his personal influence, he was a man to be reckoned with. His opin
ion reflected a larger consensus among the more established, senior forces 
within Russian Zionism. His letter recounted the past and present sins 
of the Democratic Faction and assessed its future prospects:

. . .  I never hid my sympathy [for the Faction] . . .  At the Fifth Congress
I also supported i t . . . If I did not formally join the Faction, this is not due
to lack of sympathy for its principles but to the anger it aroused in me be
cause of the tone of its leaders—belligerent, factional and largely insulting
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toward a whole row of Zionist activists who are still active within the Zi
onist movement to this day, who were all lumped together as a reactionary 
group [eine reactionaere Masse]. These slogans at the Youth Conference of in
telligent people, the promises to forge an army of dedicated activists which 
were announced in the speeches by members of the Faction, were probably 
intended to emphasize the difference between us and yourselves. Even now 
I am offended by the unjustified arrogance passez moi le mot. If you will ac
tually do something, I will take off my hat and bow before you, but first do 
something and'then lecture [to others]. This is something I wanted, to tell 
you all along. But you did not want such an objective evaluation. You wanted 
that we, upon hearing your eulogies about ourselves, should listen and ap
plaud. Believe me, we had the courage to do even this, but we are not con
vinced that we are really so terrible, so bourgeois, so permeated with the 
cult of personality . . . Thus I decided that I had to wait a while . . . I did 
not come to your conclusion that the Faction "had died"; I think it was never 
bom and it was difficult for me to grasp that around us there is, so much 
work to be done, such a dearth of people and creative forces, and the youth, 
which so arrogantly does away with us, is so inactive. Where are the re
sults? . . .  In my district and in other districts I am unaware of a sign of life 
of the Faction . . . We know for a fact about the existence of "Mizrahi" and 
Poalei Zion, we are asked to believe that the Faction also exists . . .  In other 
words, I congratulate you on the Faction's program and am ready to sign 
my name to each of its statutes, but on the basis of the experience 3t the 
Fifth Congress, the Faction's conference in Basel and the year and one half 
that have elapsed since, I am not sure that it has the capacity to live . . -80

The signals from Russia as well as the West were dearly negative then. 
Weizmann and the Russian members could not even agree on the site of 
the projected conference: Idelson suggested Russia,81 Kroll suggested 
Warsaw,82 while Weizmann preferred Basel.83 Nor could they agree on 
the agenda of the conference or the shape the Democratic Faction was 
to take in the future. The Russian members of the Democratic Faction 
made it quite dear that they were not interested in wasting their time on 
theoretical formulations.84 Moreover, for the time being they were not 
interested in cultural projects. ''You have to understand," wrote Kroll, 
"that the Faction [in Russia] is different from the Faction abroad [in the 
West]. You have cultural and journalistic activities that are suitable to 
your living conditions and to your talents . . . You have to understand 
that your cultural work (Der Jude, Juedischer Verlag, etc.) serves mostly 
the students in Western Europe, and it is difficult to imagine that we 
will materially support such work."85 They also accused Weizmann of 
elitism, of trying to woo the "high and mighty" for his university proj
ect, something that was of dubious relevance to them at that moment.86

Thus, in early July, five weeks after he threw himself into the work of 
resuscitating the Democratic Faction in time for the congress, Weizmann 
wrote that he had abandoned the plan to summon a conference since 
"the atmosphere is not universally favorable." He was particularly dis
gusted with the East European members of the Faction.87 That same day 
he ex'claimed in obvious anger that "from now on we assume no re-
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sponsibility for others. From this point of view I am not concerned with 
what happens to the Faction."88 He was disappointed and frustrated, 
but he knew that the charges against the Faction were justified. A month 
prior to the Sixth Zionist Congress he openly admitted that

the present state of the Faction is unsatisfactory. Being one of . . . those 
who helped to build and establish the Faction, I would be the first to say 
that it cannot and ought not continue to exist in its present form. Why? Be
cause to date the Faction has hardly achieved even one of the objectives it 
took upon itself; because it has not as yet properly defined its program; be
cause the theoretical work which it was to have accomplished still remains 
but a figment of the theoreticians' imagination; because in the field of prop
aganda and organization it has not yet achieved a twentieth of what it could 
have achieved; in brief, because most of the "activists" in the Faction were 
asleep when they should have been in the vanguard.89

It was apparent that the Democratic Faction, such as it was, had failed. 
By the beginning of July Weizmann had finally recognized that it was 
fruitless to invest more time and energy in this organization. Yet, though 
he had again lost a major battle, he was not willing to abandon the bat
tlefield without some victory. The least he could do was to try to salvage 
a part of his large cultural scheme. Due to his incredible ability to recu
perate from defeat, he once again switched tactics in his efforts to try to 
save the university project from oblivion. "Do everything you can for 
the University!" he wrote to one of his friends in Warsaw. "Give the 
people no rest and don't let them hide behind facile talk. We can under 
no circumstances permit a standstill to develop now, lest an enterprise 
begun with so much effort be made to suffer . . .  the pogrom [of Kish
inev] must not be allowed to extend to the University."90 He was still 
planning and urging the setting up of a department of general studies,91 
as well as a department of Judaic studies, for which he wanted the as
sistance of Ahad Ha'Am and the historians David Neumark and Simon 
Bemfeld.92

The sticking point and major obstacle to his plan for the Jewish uni
versity, apart from adequate funding, remained its location. Just about 
everyone agreed that its ultimate seat would be in Palestine. As a realist 
Weizmann knew that under the conditions prevailing in Palestine in 1902- 
3, there was no chance of establishing such an institution there for the 
time being.93 Otto Warburg, who had joined the Berlin University Com
mittee, proposed that the university be established in Cairo if it were not 
practicable to do so in Palestine.94 There were even professors who agreed 
to join the Vienna University Committee on condition that emphasis be 
placed on the non-Zionist nature of the project.95 Yet none of these 
schemes stood a chance against the strong opposition of some of the 
Russian Zionists, headed by Ussishkin, who insisted on Palestine as the 
only site of the university, be it on a temporary or a permanent basis. 
They had defeated the Buber-Weizmann resolution for a temporary seat



From Kishinev to Uganda 163

in Europe at the Greater Actions Committee of October 1902, and with 
time their opposition to any alternative became even more adamant.

These facts were well known to Weizmann. Michael Kroll, who sup
ported Weizmann's view on this issue, reported from Moscow that 
"[Yehiel] Tschlenow [a member of GAC and Zionist regional leader for 
the Moscow area] and his circle have definitely expressed themselves 
against a university outside Palestine. We will have to do without those 
idiots/'96 But this was easier said than done. The opposition to the uni
versity being situated outside Palestine was widespread among the Rus
sian Zionist leadership and went beyond Ussishkin.97

Weizmann was by then an experienced politician. He had not changed 
his mind on the university question, but he knew when to retreat, at 
least temporarily. He no longer had even the passive support of the Vi
ennese leadership. Ussishkin and his followers were a formidable op
position not to be tackled without grave risks. The Minsk Conference, 
which was pretty much Ussishkin's conference, had confirmed him as 
the leader of Russian Zionism and had proved, to any who still doubted, 
that the strong-willed regional leader of the Ekaterinoslav area could easily 
have things his way. By comparison, Weizmann, who was eleven years 
Ussishkin's junior, was still, at most, the leader of the Russian Zionist 
student colonies in the West, with little support in Russia. As much as 
he needed Motzkin's support during the Berlin and early Geneva years, 
he now needed the consent and blessing of the powerful Russian leader 
on any major Zionist undertaking, especially since he no longer had any 
independent sources of funding. In fact, in January 1903 he already had 
attempted to find a modus vivendi with Ussishkin by expressing support 
for the latter's idea—articulated at the Minsk Conference^—to establish a 
Zionist avant garde which would undertake any tasks placed upon it by 
the World Zionist Organization. This attempt at a rapprochement had 
failed. Now it was all the more urgent to try to come to terms with Us
sishkin.98

To make a complete and abrupt about-face, after he had expressed re
sistance to Ussishkin's uncompromising demands,99 was unthinkable. 
Thus, Weizmann suggested sending an emissary to Palestine who would 
investigate the educational system there and submit a report.100 It must 
have seemed to Weizmann that Ussishkin and his friends were not com
pletely serious about the university if they wanted to establish it imme
diately in Palestine in 1903, but he had no choice but to make some 
changes in his strategy. To his friend Saul Lurie he explained his per
sonal motivation and tactical considerations for such a step. "You know 
my personal opinion regarding Palestine. I consider a University in Pal
estine to be totally impossible and wrong at present. . . You are famil
iar, however, with the spirit now prevailing in the Zionist world and which 
is so formidable a consideration. If we do not so much as attempt to ex
amine the Palestine question, we shall immediately have Zionist official
dom in a body on our necks."101
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Sending a representative to Palestine was a dever public relations stunt 
that was to demonstrate Weizmann's good faith and loyalty to the Pal
estine-oriented university. Eventually it was not carried out, but it is am
ple demonstration of Weizmann's method of operation. It was to take 
the wind out of the opposition's sails and to provide himself with am
munition for the inevitable confrontation with the Russian Landsman- 
schaft in Basel. Weizmann also undertook another step toward a compro
mise with Ussishkin. This time he did so indirectly by persuading Ben- 
Zion Mossinson, one of Ussishkin's close friends who was then study
ing in Bern, to join the Jewish University Bureau. Mossinson made his 
partidpation conditional, ’depending on the location of the university in 
Palestine. They conduded their agreement in writing, yet Weizmann's 
letter was phrased diplomatically:

Our desire is to establish—if at all possible—a Jewish University in Pales
tine. The departments of philology and pedagogy would be opened in Eu
rope, the other departments would be established in Palestine, but if this 
proves impossible we shall begin by opening them elsewhere. However, we 
shall erect no buildings, and make no attempt to remain abroad perma
nently, in order to be able to transfer the institutions to Palestine at an ap
propriate moment.102

The attempt to win over Ussishkin through Mossinson failed,103 but it 
provides further proof of Weizmann's flexibility and resourcefulness in 
time of adversity. He seemed to seriously heed the advice of his friend 
Joseph Pokrassa: "Don't give up and don't be too quick on the draw. 
One cannot swim against the current. Learn patience from Herzl and steer 
stubbornly toward the ultimate goal."104

While Weizmann was doing his utmost to salvage the Jewish univer
sity as a cornerstone of the Zionist cultural renaissance, Herzl was work
ing on the political front to find a territorial solution for the Jewish na
tion. The latter had recently been informed that his plan to establish a 
Jewish colony in Sinai and El Arish no longer had a chance of success. 
From the start Herzl had been overoptimistic about what to expect from 
Great Britain.

In mid-May he was informed that the Egyptian government had re
fused to guarantee the requisite water supply from the Nile.105 The El 
Arish and Sinai project was now, for all intents and purposes, a closed 
chapter.106 On May 16 Herzl recorded in his diary: "I thought the Sinai 
plan was such a sure thing that I no longer wanted to buy a family vault 
in the Doebling cemetery, where my father is provisionally laid to rest. 
Now I consider the affair so wrecked that I have already been to the dis
trict court and am acquiring vault No. 28."107

Yet even before the final negative reply from the Egyptian govern
ment, another suggestion surfaced, this time from Joseph Chamberlain, 
who had just returned from his African journey. On April 23, 1903, Herzl 
was received in a very friendly fashion by Chamberlain. Like his first 
meeting with the powerful statesman in October 1902, which resulted in
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Great Britain's first serious negotiations with the Zionist movement, this 
meeting was to have a momentous impact. When Herzl first met Cham
berlain in 1902, the latter had probably never heard of Zionism. By the 
spring of 1903 he had pretty much been converted to the. idea by Herzl.108 
In fact, he was the first important British statesman to take Zionism se
riously. Herzl recorded the dramatic encounter:

April 24, London. Yesterday noon with Chamberlain [I] referred him to the 
Commission's report which I had sent him the day before and which was in 
front of him. "That is not a favorable report," he said. "Well," I said, "it is 
a very poor country; but we will make something out of it." "During my 
travels I have seen a country for you," said the great Chamberlain, "and 
that's Uganda. It's hot on the coast, but further inland the climate becomes 
excellent, even for Europeans. You can raise sugar and cotton there. And I 
thought to myself, that would be a land for Dr. Herzl. But of course he wants 
to go only to Palestine or its vicinity." "Yes, I have to," I replied. "Our base 
must be in or near Palestine. Later on we could also settle in Uganda, for 
we have masses of people ready to emigrate. But we have to build on a na
tional foundation, and that is the political attraction of El Arish . . ."109

Before Herzl learned that the El Arish initiative had failed, he with
stood the bait of Uganda dangled before him by the powerful statesman. 
But circumstances changed quickly. On his trip back to Vienna Herzl heard 
the news about Kishinev, which was followed by the refusal of the 
Egyptian government to cooperate in the Jewish settlement of El Arish. 
Herzl felt he needed to take action to ameliorate the fate of Russian 
Jewry. He was now willing to search for every avenue that would fur
ther this aim.

Under Herzl's instructions, Greenberg began work on a charter for the 
company which would settle Jews in East Africa. The charter was pre
pared by the firm of Lloyd George, Roberts and Co., because Lloyd 
George, as a member of parliament with knowledge of Uganda, could 
find out in advance what was acceptable to the Foreign Office. The name 
of the settlement was to be New Palestine. It was to have its own flag 
and to be created "for the encouragement of the Jewish national idea 
[and] the promotion of the welfare of the Jewish people."110 Greenberg, 
acting in Herzl's name, pressed the British government for an early re
ply to his outline for a charter for East Africa so it could be presented to 
the Sixth Zionist Congress.111 Herzl did not wait patiently in Vienna for 
the British reply. He was determined not to leave any stone unturned. 
Thus, on August 5, 1903, he left for Russia,112 where he held discussions 
with von Plehve and Sergei Witte, the Minister of Finance.113

On August 18 Herzl arrived at Alt-Aussee, where his family was va
cationing. It was during that day that Leopold Greenberg informed him 
by telegram that the negotiations with the British government concern
ing East Africa had achieved satisfactory results. Sir Clement Hill, Per
manent Departmental Head, informed Greenberg that Lord Lansdowne 
had *
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studied the question with the interest which His Majesty's Government must 
always take in any well-considered scheme for the amelioration of the po
sition of the Jewish race . . . Lord Lansdowne understands that the Trust 
desire to send some gentlemen to the East Africa Protectorate, who may as
certain personally whether there are any vacant lands suitable for the pur
poses in question, and if this is so, he will be happy to give them every 
facility to enable them to discuss with His Majesty's Commissioner the pos
sibility of meeting the view which may be expressed at the forthcoming Zi
onist Congress in regard to the conditions upon whiph .a settlement might 
be possible.

If a site can be found which the Trust and His Majesty's Commissioner 
consider suitable and which commends itself to His Majesty's Government, 
Lord Lansdowne will be prepared to entertain favorably proposals for the 
establishment of a Jewish colony or settlement, on conditions which will en
able the members to observe their national customs . . .114

The document also went on with an offer—subject to the consent of the 
relevant officials—of a Jewish governorship and internal autonomy.

Throughout his negotiations with the British government, Herzl op
erated as the sole and supreme representative of the movement, work
ing closely with only a few trusted individuals. Though rumors were rife 
concerning the El Arish scheme, Herzl officially notified the members of 
GAC only on June 12, 1903, that it had failed.115 It was not surprising, 
then, that Weizmann was ill-informed about the outcome of Herzl's dip
lomatic missions. On April 23—the day Chamberlain and Herzl agreed 
that the report of the commission to Sinai and El Arish was unfavora
ble—Weizmann wrote to Vera that Herzl seemed to have succeeded.116 
Only after he had heard about the failure of the project did Weizmann 
begin to sense that the Sixth Zionist Congress would devote a major 
portion of its time to the question of colonization.

Therefore, our battle cry at this Congress must above all be a demand for 
clarity on the territorial question and a scientific investigation of Palestine 
and the neighboring countries. A stop has got to be put to the game of hide- 
and-seek once and for all. We shall also have to take action against the ter
rifying opportunism which has been so shamefully manifested by the lead
ership in affairs of colonization.117
Weizmann, of course, had no inkling of Herzl's negotiations regarding 

the East Africa territory. Though in the months prior to the Sixth Zionist 
Congress he had demanded clarity on the issue of colonization and a 
scientific investigation of Palestine and its environs, he himself had not 
yet formed a clear-cut view on this most important issue on the agenda 
of the Zionist organization. Four weeks before the congress he wrote to 
Kalman Marmor that "my mind has refused to rest with wondering how 
to prepare for the Congress, and by what means . . ."118 In the weeks 
and months which followed the congress his thinking on the subject 
would crystallize. Herzl's disclosure of the East Africa offer was bound 
to force all Zionists to take an unequivocal stand regarding the future of 
Zionist orientation and settlement.



IX
The Uganda Controversy

The 592 delegates, as well as the visitors and journalists, who arrived in 
Basel for the Sixth Zionist Congress (August 23-28) had no inkling of 
what awaited them. If there were some who were at odds with Herzl's 
latest diplomatic moves, it was on account of his recent meetings with 
von Plehve.1 Some—Weizmann, no doubt, among them—may have in
tended to make an issue out of it at the congress and call Herzl to task 
over his encounter with a man many considered responsible for the 
massacre in Kishinev. The disclosure of the East Africa offer to the con
gress was therefore the occasion, not necessarily the cause, of the chal
lenge to Herzl's leadership. Those who voted against the project were, 
for the most part, men who had no confidence in Herzl and those who 
surrounded him and had been looking for an opportunity to change the 
leadership structure of the World Zionist Organization.2 These issues were 
uppermost in the minds and deliberations of members of the Russian 
delegation to the congress, who began their Vorkonferenz on August 19. 
In the absence of Ussishkin, who was then in Palestine, they elected 
Bemstein-Kohan as their chairman.3

Presenting his report to the members of G AC on Friday, August 21, 
Herzl included a brief discussion of the British offer in East Africa.4 The 
announcement caught everyone by surprise, and the immediate reac
tions were confused. Though almost all the Russian members of the 
Greater Actions Committee distrusted Plehve's promises,5 they were less 
certain about East Africa. Bemstein-Kohan declared that, given their 
present condition, the Russian Jews would even go to hell (dass die rus
sischen Juden bei den derzeitigen Verhaeltnissen selbst in die Hoelle gehen). Is
idore Yasinovsky agreed. Tschlenow, the effective leader of the Russian 
delegation, disagreed. Max Bodenheimer of Germany pointed out that 
the consideration of the project by the congress would represent a change 
in the Basel Program, which confined itself to Palestine.6 Curiously, the 
sharpest immediate opposition to the proposal on East Africa came from 
Alexander Marmorek, a personal friend of Herzl. At his insistence it was 
decided that a second session of the Actions Committee be held, that the 
members take a stand individually, and that the decision be made sub-

167



168 Chaim Weizmann

sequently.7 Confused and incoherent as the GAC session was, however, 
Herzl was sufficiently aware that the Sixth Zionist Congress would be a 
stormy affair.8

That same Friday night the opposition of the Russian members of GAC 
had already begun to crystallize, and they reported their objections to 
Herzl. The next day (Saturday) the discussions between Herzl and some 
leading members in the movement continued, with only Israel Zangwill 
of London advocating the unqualified acceptance o£ the British offer.9 On 
Sunday morning, August 23, 1903, the congress opened and Herzl pre
sented Britain's offer to the delegates.10 The first impact of Herzl's report 
on the delegates was described by Shmarya Levin:

I was sitting, when Herzl revealed the whole matter to the delegates, on the 
platform of the Congress, being one of its secretaries. I was therefore able 
to watch closely the effect produced by the announcement on the faces of 
the listeners. It was one of almost agonized attention. On the faces were 
written astonishment and admiration—but not a sign of protest. I do not 
believe that any of the delegates realized at the moment the significance of 
what had happened. The magnanimity of the British offer sufficed, during 
the first instants, to obscure all other considerations. And yet the astonish
ment and admiration were not such as might have been expected. It was 
only when the general session broke up, and the various groups assembled 
in caucus, that it was realized that a crisis had appeared in the Zionist 
movement.11
In closing his speech, Herzl suggested setting up a small spècial com

mittee to deal with the British offer.12 The Russian Landsmanschaft de
cided to elect a committee of their own which would examine the prob
lem and report back to the Russian delegation. The committee was 
composed of the eleven Russian members of GAC and thirteen other 
persons, including Chaim Weizmann. In the discussions which ensued 
there were those who wished to accept the offer without reservations 
and others who rejected it out of hand. A few members—Weizmann 
among them—favored the scheme13 but attached numerous conditions 
to its eventual acceptance. Weizmann himself emphasized the impor
tance of organizing the emigration movement under Zionist auspices—a 
point he had also stressed in his letter to Herzl dated May 6, 1903. He 
also returned to the theme he had elucidated as early as the Youth Con
ference of December 1901, namely, the need to cooperate with other 
Jewish organizations. A compromise draft resolution was finally worked 
out by Tschlenow and was to be presented to the Landsmanschaft. It called 
for the creation of a commission to study the new project; it would de
cide whether or not to recommend the dispatch of an* investigative body 
to East Africa and bring its conclusions before a special session of GAC. 
It also asked congress to continue to investigate the El Arish project. Fi
nally, the committee asked for an expression of the Zionist movement's 
gratitude to the British nation.14

As was already indicated by his conduct during the proceedings of the 
"Russian Committee," Weizmann was at first a moderate supporter of
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Herzl's East Africa move. This initial reaction was fully in concert with 
his passionate concern for the problem of the Jews. Like Herzl, he rec
ognized the urgent need to provide a place of refuge for the emigrating 
Jews of Eastern Europe. His opposition to Herzl in the past was only 
due to Herzl's exclusive political Zionism, but this did not mean that 
Weizmann, in turn, was a single-minded cultural Zionist. Moreover, all 
his projects hitherto were permeated by the need for immediate, practi
cal, and effective action on behalf of East European Jewry. This attitude 
explains Weizmann's speech on August 24, the second day of the con
gress. Nordau, who at heart was opposed to Herzl's plan,15 nevertheless 
delivered in the morning—for friendship's sake—a passionate speech 
supporting the leader's scheme, in which he coined the term Nachtasyl 
(night shelter) for the persecuted Jews who needed a homeland but could 
not yet attain Palestine. He promised that this night shelter would pro
vide them not only with food and lodging but would also serve as a means 
for political training and national education.16 The afternoon of the same 
day, at a session presided over by Max Bodenheimer, Weizmann again 
briefly touched upon the East Africa issue, publicly declaring his "posi
tive attitude" toward the scheme.17

Just prior to Nordau's famous Nachtasyl speech during the morning 
session of August 24, the Russian Landsmanschaft assembled to*hear its 
committee's report. In view of Tschlenow's vacillating stand on the com
mittee's draft resolution and the heated controversy regarding its rec
ommendations, it was decided to elect six general speakers, three of whom 
would argue for the draft resolution—among them Weizmann—and three 
against. The actual debate in the Russian Landsmanschaft began at nine 
o'clock in the evening.18 Weizmann found himself in the unenviable po
sition of espousing a cause that was by now—after two full days of the 
congress—clearly opposed by most of his Russian colleagues. Moreover, 
having constantly criticized Herzl, he now came dangerously close to 
supporting "official policy." Nevertheless, he was not yet deterred from 
his conviction and proposed laying the following draft resolution before 
the congress:

Congress does not conceive the action in Africa as the ultimate aim of the 
Zionists, but deems it necessary to regulate emigration and consequently finds 
that the Zionists must unify all colonization societies or convene a congress 
in order to decide on East Africa. Zionist funds will not be expended for this 
purpose. The congress proposes that the AC shall not desist from action in 
Wadi El Arish.19

Weizmann further argued, in a vein similar to Ahad Ha'Am, that the 
gathering of Jews in East Africa would improve their position and pre
pare them for the ultimate return to Zion. He also called for a closer co
operation among the various Jewish bodies engaged in settlement activ
ities. In general, he minimized the political aspect of the British offer.20

Weizmann's motion was not accepted by the Russian delegation; nei
ther was the draft resolution of the "Russian Committee." Instead, the
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Russian Landsmanschaft decided by a vote of 146 to 84 to accept the fol
lowing resolution, which was later that day presented by Bernstein- 
Kohan to the congress:

The congress recognizes the great political importance of the generous offer 
by Great Britain which permits the Zionist Organization to found an auton
omous Jewish colony in East Africa and requests the A.C. to convey the sin
cere thanks of the representatives of the Jewish people to the British gov
ernment. As the congress remains faithful to the basic principle of Zionism 
and views the goal of the movement as the creation of a publicly recog
nized, legally secured homê [for the Jewish people] only in Palestine, it re
grets having to arrive at the conclusion that the Zionist Organization cannot 
occupy itself with this project.21

On Wednesday, the twenty-sixth, even before the congress voted on 
the East Africa issue, the Russian delegates met once again. It was at 
this meeting that Weizmann reversed himself on the position he had taken 
on East Africa less than forty-eight hours previously. He attributed this 
change of heart to pro-Uganda speeches he had heard in the interim, 
which convinced him that West European Zionists were not taking the 
Basel Program seriously, and he feared that the Basel Program would be 
completely altered in the course of time. Therefore, he had finally de
cided to vote against a commission.22 In the meantime, at Herzl's insist
ence a draft resolution proposing appointment of an expedition—in ad
dition to a commission—to explore the proposed territory in East Africa 
was pushed through a meeting of GAC. The seven Russian members of 
G AC were the only ones opposing Herzl's plan.23 The single issue of 
general agreement was that the Jewish National Fund, the Jewish Colo
nial Trust, and the Anglo-Palestine Company would not bear the cost of 
the expedition. The commission itself, it was decided, would only be ad
vising SAC.24 Immediately following the meeting of GAC, the afternoon 
congress session opened at 4:05, at which the resolution adopted by GAC 
was put to a vote. The roll call showed that of the 468 delegates who 
voted, 292 voted for the motion (the Ja-Sager) and 176 against (the Nein- 
Sager, or Zionei Zion [Zionists for Zion]), with 143 delegates abstain
ing.25 Five members of the extended Weizmann family were present as 
delegates. Three voted for the resolution: Abraham Lichtenstein, Weiz- 
mann's brother-in-law, Ozer Weizmann, and Weizmann's brother 
Moshe.26 Chaim Weizmann and his future brother-in-law Selig Weitz- 
man (or Weicman) voted against the resolution.27 Lack of family con
sensus on the East Africa issue was not uncommon. Nor was it a conflict 
between East and West European Jews, as Weizmann and others often 
claimed. There was no consensus on the East Africa issue in either camp.28 
This was probably best illustrated by the fact that whereas the veteran 
Russian Zionists and Weizmann's friends voted against Uganda, the 
Mizrahi and the socialist Zionists fully supported Herzl's stance.

By voting against Uganda, Weizmann had come full circle and re
turned to the fold of the Russian Landsmanschaft, dutifully toeing its ide-
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ological line. The fact that he wavered on this most crucial question surely 
did not win him more admirers among the Russian Zionist leadership. 
After all, he was not held in high regard by the group around Ussishkin 
to begin with. His position, then, was further weakened by the fact that 
he neither had any backing from the Western Zionist leadership, nor was 
the Democratic Faction any longer a force to be reckoned with.29 The 
question then arises as to why Weizmann had chosen to formulate a 
compromise resolution which by Monday evening (August 24) was clearly 
in defiance of the sentiment of the Russian Zionist leadership. More
over, one of his fellow travelers during the debate was a Mizrahi leader. 
Rabbi Shmuel Yaakov Rabinowitz of Sopotzkin,30 and among those he 
was forced to debate against were none other than his much esteemed 
friends Victor Jacobson and Shmarya Levin. Weizmann was clearly at a 
disadvantage and on the losing side. Why, then, did a person with so 
keen a sense of the possible in politics find himself in such an awkward 
position?

The question ought to be placed in perspective. Weizmann was not 
alone in his indecision on the East Africa question. Tschlenow himself, 
the leader of the Russian Landsmanschaft at the congress, had given the 
cue for this equivocation by striking a compromise stance toward the East 
Africa scheme,31 and it was only his own reversal at the last moment, 
on the question of the commission, which decided the outcome of the 
vote within the Russian delegation on Tuesday, August 25. Even that 
decision, which stated that the World Zionist Organization could not oc
cupy itself with the East Africa project, was not carried by an over
whelming majority. Of course, the Mizrahi delegates stood solidly be
hind Herzl,32 as did those Zionists inclined toward socialist ideas.33 This 
was also the position of one of Herzl's most consistent critics, Nachman 
Syrkin.34 Other outstanding figures of East European Zionism, whose 
credentials were beyond reproach, either supported Herzl outright, as in 
the case of Max Mandelstamm35 and Isidore Yasinovsky,36 or wobbled 
and vacillated, as in the case of Leo Motzkin37 and Nahum Sokolow.38 
The list of those East Europeans who either voted for Herzl or equivo
cated is very long indeed.39

The probable reasons for Weizmann's proposed resolution at the ses
sion of the Russian Landsmanschaft are fourfold. First, the resolution re
flected his long-held belief that a split in the movement would be di
sastrous. Time and again he had talked about building bridges between 
Eastern and Western Zionism.40 Here was a concrete chance to avert a 
collision between what most people saw as a conflict between Eastern 
and Western Zionism. Second, Weizmann, like Herzl, was a realist. He 
recognized that Herzl followed the only possible course open to him. Herzl 
could not have rejected the East Africa offer out of hand.41 The propo
sal represented a great political achievement which could be used to fur
ther the aims of the movement in Zion itself. It amounted to a recogni
tion, by Great Britain of the World Zionist Organization as a representative 
institution of the Jewish people. It could also not fail to impress the sul-
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tan and possibly move him to change his attitude toward Zionism. Mov- 
eover, Herzl himself had not sought this particular territory; it was thrust 
upon him after Kishinev, when he felt that something needed to be done 
to alleviate the problems of the Jews.42 Weizmann, who understood and 
empathized with Herzl's dilemma, wished to give the leader's diplo
macy a chance to succeed. Third, like Herzl, Weizmann was concerned 
with the problem of the Jews first, and was thus less dogmatic about 
Palestine. Long before the East Africa issue had surfaced, he made this 
clear in his conception of the Jewish university project, which was to al
leviate the plight of Jewish intellectuals, if necessary in Europe first. He 
refused to budge on this issue even after the GAC meeting vetoed the 
"Weizmann-Buber Plan" in October 1902. Thus, the plan to establish a 
university in Europe before it could be moved to Palestine was similar 
in idea and conception to Herzl's Uganda scheme.43

A fourth possible reason for devising his compromise resolution was 
that it seemed both attainable and a vehicle which could propel him into 
a place of prominence among the ranking Zionists. Weizmafin was not 
a naive man. Had Ussishkin been present at the congress, it is clear that 
he would have imposed his anti-Uganda sentiment more forcefully than 
had been done by Tschlenow. The latter, who much admired Herzl, also 
wished to prevent a rift in the movement. Had he stood his ground, 
Tschlenow might possibly have swung the Russians toward a compro
mise resolution. Weizmann took his cue from Tschlenow and went out 
on a limb, articulating further Tschlenow's own sentiments. After the latter 
changed his position, he left Weizmann exposed; he was thus forced to 
take the criticism that was largely deserved by Tschlenow.

Following his compromise resolution, Weizmann had two days to ob
serve the mounting opposition to Uganda. One must, of course, con
sider the possibility that Weizmann simply changed his mind on the is
sue of Uganda, but given his intuitive sympathies for the project and his 
initial strong support, this is an unlikely possibility. Rather, it became 
clear to him that in proposing his resolution he had miscalculated. De
spite his sympathy with Herzl's position, Weizmann preferred being in 
the camp of the Russian Zionist leadership since it was his only chance 
to survive politically. He knew well that, not having any firm alliances 
with the Western Zionist leaders, he had no other choice. Presumably 
he would have to work harder in the future to erase any traces of his 
erstwhile equivocation. Weizmann retreated from his compromise reso
lution in three stages: by stating, on August 26, within the Russian 
Landsmanschafi that the reaction of Western Zionists to Uganda con
vinced him that the scheme must be dropped. At the general debate he 
kept silent but dutifully voted with the Nein-Sager, and when they fol
lowed Tschlenow out of the congress hall after the results of the vote 
were taken,44 he joined their ranks.45 One wonders if, while walking out 
with the Nein-Sager, Weizmann remembered a similar demonstration by 
the Democratic Faction at the previous congress. To underline the seri
ousness of his convictions Weizmann allied himself with the most ex-
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treme camp of the Nein-Sager, that of Ussishkin. It may be.that Weiz- 
mann attached himself to Ussishkin, the extremist—thus placing himself 
in sharp opposition to Tschlenow—because the latter did not come to 
his rescue during the Russian Landsmanschaft's deliberations. All in all, it 
was not an edifying but a politically astute performance.

If the vote was a victory for Herzl, it was a Pyrrhic victory. With the 
Russian Zionei Zion assembled in a separate hall, it did not make much 
sense to continue the proceedings. The inevitable clash between a par
liamentary body and a charismatically authoritative personality, between 
ideology and politics, had finally brought the Zionist movement to an 
impasse which had to be broken if a split was to be avoided. What made 
the situation even more difficult was the fact that parallel with the overt 
ideological debate there also existed a less public struggle for power within 
the movement which became manifest when the East Africa project had 
ceased to be a viable option. Herzl was well aware of these issues and 
knew he had to act immediately and decisively. He began to heal the 
breach by coming over to speak to the secessionists. After two attempts 
to gain entrance he was finally given permission to address the Nein- 
Sager. Weizmann described the dramatic encounter:

He was received in silence. Nobody rose from his seat to greet him, nobody 
applauded when he ended. He admonished us for having left the hall; he 
understood, he said, that this was merely a spontaneous demonstration and 
not a secession; he invited us to return. He reassured us of his unswerving 
devotion to Palestine, and spoke again of the urgent need for finding an 
immediate refuge for large masses of homeless Jews. We listened in silence; 
no one attempted to reply. It was probably the only time that Herzl was 
thus received at any Zionist gathering . . -40

Persuaded by Tschlenow, the Russian Nein-Sager finally returned to the 
congress hall during the morning hours of Thursday, August 27, 1903.47 
On behalf of the opposition Shmarya Levin read a declaration which stated 
that their withdrawal from the hall had been a spontaneous expression 
of a profound spiritual shock. Herzl then accepted a resolution of the 
opposition that the shekel funds were not to be used to finance the ex
pedition to East Africa and that the report of the expedition was to be 
submitted to GAC before a new congress could be called to make the 
final decision.48 The following two days passed relatively quietly.49 Dur
ing the last session of the congress on Friday afternoon (August 28) the 
delegates elected various officeholders in the World Zionist Organiza
tion, including the nine members of the Advisory Commission on East 
Africa,50 among them Chaim Weizmann. The appointment seemed to 
contradict his Nein-Sager status. Possibly he was appointed at the behest 
of the Russian Nein-Sager to keep watch over the affairs of the commis
sion. In time he would use this fortuitous circumstance to advance no
tions and ideas that suited his own ideological perspective.

The Congress closed with Herzl quoting the words of the psalmist: "If 
I forget thee, O Jerusalem, may my right hand wither."51 The Nein-Sager,
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however, were not appeased. Less than forty-eight hours after the con
gress dosed they held a public meeting in Basel, where Yehiel Tschle- 
now, Chaim Weizmann, Meir Dizengoff, and Menahem Sheinkin made 
it dear that the fight for a Palestinian-centered Zionism had only begun. 
There was an uncompromising tone reflected in their speeches, which 
totally refused even to consider the East Africa issue.52 Among the 
harshest words spoken were those of Weizmann.

The proceedings at the congress which just took place since the African project 
has been debated have a devastating impact. Here comes one person and 
with one stroke changes our entire program, and we stand confused and 
search for a way out of this dilemma . . . Herzl's influence on the people is 
great; even the Nein-Sager cannot escape this influence and thus were un
certain whether or not to declare in their resolutions that this East Africa 
project represents a departure from the Basel Program. Herzl, who found 
before him the idea of Hovevei Zion, forged a temporary pact with them. 
But as time elapsed and the idea did not produce tangible results, he re
gretted this pact. He took account only of external conditions, whereas the 
forces upon which we rely lie in the psychology of the people and in their 
existential strivings. We knew that it is impossible to attain Palestine within 
a short period of time, and therefore we do not despair when this or that 
attempt fails.53

In fact, Weizmann was unjustifiably implying that Herzl had abandoned 
the Basel Program and was backing any project which might grant Jews 
a territory.54 To put it mildly, Weizmann7s remarks were disingenuous. 
Less than a week earlier he had backed the leader's stance on East Africa 
and had shown sympathy for his motivations. Yet he was now fully in 
the camp of the hard-liners. With his unerring political sense he under
stood that in his first public pronouncement on the subject after the con
gress he had to earn his right to be among them. An extreme position 
would help erase the memory of his erstwhile aberration. Moreover, 
Weizmann now found it expedient to draw a sharp distinction between 
Eastern and Western Zionists. This was a notion long held by circles 
around Ahad Ha7Am, but Weizmann always had been careful to avoid 
making such unequivocal statements. In the heat of the debate and emo
tions which followed the Sixth Zionist Congress, he deviated for a while 
from his more pragmatic approach to this issue. In any case, if anyone 
had any doubts, it soon became dear that this debate was academic: The 
Zionist masses in Eastern Europe certainly continued to view Herzl as 
their undisputed leader.

In the meantime Herzl had returned to Alt-Aussee, where he contin
ued to pursue his relations with von Plehve. Despite the attacks on him 
at the congress for having met with this arch-anti-Semite, he considered 
his negotiations with von Plehve perfectly sensible from a diplomatic point 
of view. On September 5, 1903, Herzl wrote von Plehve that it had be
come clear that the territory offered by the British government could, at 
most, be suitable for only a few thousand Jewish families. The only per
manent solution for the Jewish masses remained in Palestine.55 Ten days
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later Herzl also tried unsuccessfuUy to interest the Jewish Colonization 
Association in participating in the costs of the expedition to East Af
rica.56

For their part, immediately after the congress the Russian Nein-Sager 
began to take new organizational and practical steps to consolidate their 
opposition. A group of Russian members of GAC, as well as Weizmann, 
Martin Buber, and Berthold Feiwel, sojourned at the Swiss resort town 
of Beatenberg, where they created a Russian Landes-Comité (Central 
Committee) whose members consisted of some of Herzl's most vocifer
ous opponents: Victor Jacobson, Vladimir Tyomkin, and Mehahem Us
sishkin, with Joseph Sapir serving as secretary. They requested Herzl to 
communicate henceforth with this Central Committee directly rather than 
with the Russian members of GAC. They also relocated the "Financial 
Office" of the Russian Zionists, which had been headed by Herzl's friend 
Max Mandelstramm, from Kiev to Vilna. Moreover, the meeting agreed 
to support the proposed periodical Der Jude, which was to serve as a 
mouthpiece of the opposition. The discussions also touched on the pos
sibility of converting the Democratic Faction from a political group into 
a working group as part of an opposition "league" which would be un
der the supervision of the Central Committee.57

Some six weeks later Herzl was faced with another challenge, this time 
from Menahem Ussishkin, the most formidable Nein-Sager in the Rus
sian camp. Ussishkin, who in October had returned to Russia from Pal
estine, where he bought land for the Geulah Company, had been in
volved in setting up the organization of Palestinian Jewry at Zikhron 
Yaakov and had participated in the preparations for the establishment of 
an agricultural school for children orphaned during the Kishinev po
grom.58 Ussishkin was full of confidence in the possibilities Palestine held 
for the future and was enraged by the proceedings and resolutions re
garding East Africa at the Sixth Zionist Congress. In mid-October he ad
dressed an open letter 'To the Delegates of the Sixth Zionist Congress," 
in which he declared that though he accepted his election to GAC, he 
regarded the resolution authorizing the sending of an expedition to East 
Africa as not binding for him. Moreover, he pledged to do everything in 
his power to prevent its execution.

A congress majority can be decisive in regard to any particular act or enter
prise, but not in regard to the principle and ideal. And even as all the ma
jorities in the world cannot divert me from Israel's faith and Israel's Torah, 
so the majority of the congress cannot divert me from Eretz Israel; for only 
those who have been dazzled by diplomacy and political fireworks [von der 
Diplomatie und dem uebertriebenen Politisieren verblendet] have failed, in their 
simplicity, to observe that the resolution of the Zionist Congress to send an 
expedition to any other country is a renunciation of Palestine and a separa
tion from it. You will learn shortly of my propaganda and activity in this 
cardinal question.59
Herzl's reply to Ussishkin in the same issue of Die Welt was similarly 

sharp. He suggested that "Herr Ussishkin of Ekaterinoslav" resign his
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With Sokolow (right) and Ussishkin (left), 1903

seat on GAC if he was unable or unwilling to accept the movement's 
discipline. Herzl went on to severely criticize Ussishkin's activities in 
Palestine, which endangered those he wished to help. He also made light 
of Ussishkin's land-purchasing methods, implying that he was com
pletely unsuitable for the task.60 Alluding to the East Africa project, Herzl 
asserted that it was the best way to gain Palestine since it would arouse 
the interest of those who possessed it to deal with the Zionists. If Us
sishkin knew a better way of acquiring the land, it was not nice of him, 
as a good Zionist, to keep the information concealed from the Jewish 
people. If he knew no such method, perhaps he ought not to disturb the 
peace within the movement.61

Thus, within a month after his return from Palestine Ussishkin had 
succeeded in escalating the conflict between Herzl and the Nein-Sager. 
The stage was set then for the Kharkov Conference, which was called 
by the newly formed Landes-Comité and took place from November 11 
to 14, 1903. Attended by fifteen regional leaders, the Kharkov Confer
ence capped a long period of frustration and mounting antagonism felt 
by the Russian members of GAC toward Herzl and SAC. In 1899, 1901,
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and 1903 they complained of being ignored by the Viennarbased lead
ership;62 recent events only highlighted their disagreement with Herzl's 
autocratic behavior. This theme, as well as the East Africa project, formed 
the core of the deliberations at the conference. The meeting resolved to 
demand of Herzl the abandonment of the East Africa project, the restric
tion of all territorial negotiations concerning Palestine and Syria, the in
clusion of practical work in Palestine within the program of the World 
Zionist Organization, the submission of Herzl and SAC to the majority 
rulings of GAC, and the appointment of a Russian representative to the 
governing body of the Jewish Colonial Trust. In addition, they de
manded to be consulted before Herzl negotiated with the Russian au
thorities on internal Russian Zionist matters, as well as before large ex
penditures were made. Belkovsky, Tyomkin, and Rosenbaum were 
appointed as members of a deputation to deliver this ultimatum to Herzl. 
In the event, Rosenbaum and Belkovsky went alone.63 Those Russian 
leaders who supported Herzl called their own meetings on December 6 
and December 24, where they formed the League for the Defense of the 
[World Zionist] Organization.64

What those meeting in Kharkov did not know was that in the mean
time the East Africa project had become shaky as early as the fall of 1903, 
and by December it was already a doubtful enterprise. When making his 
offer, Chamberlain had originally spoken of an area of about forty thou
sand square miles "between Nairobi and the Mau Escarpment," which 
was traversed' by the only railway in the Protectorate.65 Herzl's letter to 
Greenberg dated August 14, 1903, mentioned no specific area for settle
ment.66 After the proposal was made public, a vocal and even vehement 
opposition was manifested, especially by the white settlers in the Pro
tectorate. Its British commissioner. Sir Charles Eliot, communicated to 
Lord Lansdowne his opinion that it was better to settle Jews at a dis
tance from the railway so as to avoid friction with the other settlers.67 
He suggested offering the Jews areas in the Kenya or Nandi districts. 
Lansdowne concurred with this suggestion.68

Herzl was aware since October that the British had been having sec
ond thoughts about their original offer. In mid-December Leopold 
Greenberg drafted a letter to Herzl's loyal backer in England, Sir Francis 
Montefiore, which renounced East Africa. Herzl refused to send the let
ter and preferred that the British withdraw the offer themselves or offer 
a substitute.69 His attitude changed after the attempted assassination of 
Nordau on December 19, 1903, by an irate "anti-Africa" youth. Herzl now 
instructed Greenberg to publish the letter he had drafted earlier.70 A 
truncated version of this letter appeared on December 25, 1903, whose 
crucial passage was intended to blame the opposition within the Zionist 
ranks for the failure of the East Africa project. It stated that "the Gov
ernment informed us at the beginning of December that it was with
drawing the proposal owing to the opposition of our people."71 Two days 
later Herzl sent a circular to members of GAC repeating these charges.72 
The days and weeks which followed saw protests and denunciations of
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Herzl's opponents in Die Welt, Hatzfirah, and other organs friendly to 
Herzl.73

Clearly, the atmosphere in Vienna was less than hospitable when the 
two delegates of the Russian Landes-Comité arrived, early in January 1904, 
to deliver the ultimatum agreed on at the Kharkov Conference. In fact, 
their mission failed completely, with Herzl now accusing them of wrong
doing.74 Belkovsky and Rosenbaum left Vienna on January 8, 1904, de
feated and humiliated, and proceeded to St. Petersburg without stop
ping at Berlin, where Weizmann and some of his friends had convened 
to hear their report.75 At St. Petersburg some of the regional leaders— 
mostly the extreme Nein-S>ager—met from January 13 to 15, 1904. After 
hearing the report of their deputation to Herzl, they resolved to send 
SAC a revised version of the Kharkov resolutions with explanatory notes, 
and to give their decisions wide publicity.76 All in all, it was a rather tame 
action considering what had just taken place in Vienna. For the next three 
months the controversy with Herzl lost its shrill tone. With the near- 
collapse of the East Africa issue there was less to quarrel about. Herzl, 
too, had nothing to gain by further alienating the legitimate Zionist lead
ership of Russia, especially since his various diplomatic maneuvers in 
both East and West were not faring very well. The Russian government 
was reluctant to intervene in Constantinople, and Herzl's visit to Italy, 
where he met Pope Pius X, King Victor Emmanuel ID, and other Vatican 
and Italian officials, did not have positive results. On his return to Vi
enna Herzl found the final offer from England, about which he was less 
than enthusiastic.77

There was a general sense and desire among the Zionist rank and file 
for moderation and conciliation. This was achieved at the GAC meeting 
of April 11-15, 1904. Following Herzl's opening speech, two days were 
devoted to the rift between himself and the Russian regional leaders who 
opposed the East Africa project. All the arguments for and against Uganda 
that had been voiced since the Sixth Zionist Congress were aired once 
again, supplemented by accusations and counteraccusations that in
cluded the events that had occurred in the nine-month interim. Finally 
both sides relented and a conciliatory resolution was adopted.78 The GAC 
resolution was indeed a great achievement, though it did not lead to 
permanent peace or unity. Yet each side arrived at a better understand
ing of the other. The question as to how relations between the Russian 
Zionists and Herzl would have evolved over time became moot, because 
less than three months later Herzl died. One important result was at
tained at the April meeting: The unity of the Zionist movement had been 
preserved—at least for the moment.79

Soon after returning to Geneva from the Sixth Zionist Congress Weiz
mann wrote to Sokolow:

I feel as though [I'm] emerging from a very, very serious illness . . .  I can
find no peace . . .  I am tormented by the thought that we were all so fear
fully weak and awkward and unprepared at the Congress: a feeling of deep
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remorse and shame . . . Personally I am tormented and scourged. I have 
lost my centre of gravity and do not know whether to concentrate on one 
thing or another, whether to stay here or go there—I am a question mark 
. . . University, Jude, Encyclopedia, colonization problems, propaganda, and 
last [but] not least, chemistry . . . One feels lonely and forsaken.80

It is perhaps not a coincidence that Weizmann shared these personal 
feelings with a moderate and urbane senior colleague in the movement 
who had himself been uncertain as to what position to take toward the 
East Africa project.81 Yet his sense of loss and uncertainty was momen
tary. If before the Sixth Zionist Congress Weizmann's ideas about colo
nization schemes, and particularly settlement in Palestine, had not yet 
been fully crystallized, and if he had not yet evolved a clear method of 
breaking out of the vicious cycle in which the World Zionist Organiza
tion found itself, the proceedings in Basel changed all that. For Weiz
mann, as for many others, the Sixth Zionist Congress was a watershed 
in his personal and public career. The East Africa controversy was a 
traumatic experience whose effects remained long after the issue had been 
resolved. For years hence people remembered who had voted in accord 
with Herzl and who had been in the camp of the Nein-Sager. Having 
thrown in his lot with the opposition, Weizmann became one of the most 
implacable foes of the East Africa project. Ideologically and emotionally 
he was now fully entrenched in the camp of the Nein-Sager. His feelings 
of shame at his own initial equivocation and the realization that he had 
to prove himself all the more to the Russian regional leaders led him to 
throw himself wholeheartedly into the debate which continued after the 
congress.

The ten months from the end of the Sixth Zionist Congress until 
Weizmann's departure for England were filled with plans and activities, 
some of them reviving old ideas but most centering on the opposition to 
East Africa. At its final session at the congress the Democratic Faction 
instructed Weizmann and the members of the Moscow bureau to pre
pare the next Faction conference. Weizmann had, in fact, volunteered 
for the task,82 and within a few days the Democratic Faction bureau in 
Geneva published Circular No. 1, which expressed strong opposition to 
the East Africa scheme. It also announced the forthcoming Faction con
ference, appealed to members to organize propaganda meetings in 
Western Europe, and suggested publication of the Nein-Sager point of 
view.83 At the meeting of the regional leaders in Beatenberg it was de
cided to help subsidize the Faction's propaganda activities, specifically 
the publication of Der Jude.84 This was followed by yet another gathering 
of members of the Democratic Faction to discuss specific topics for pro
paganda pamphlets.85

To initiate and carry through policies within the Democratic Faction 
was one thing; to win the confidence of the Russian regional leaders was 
another. Throughout his remaining period in Geneva, Weizmann tried 
to find his place among the Russian Zionist leaders, to carve a role for 
himself on the Continent. He no longer had any illusions as to who was
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in charge. The Russian leaders would be the ones to devise and direct 
the major line of attack against Herzl and the Ya-Sager. The key to their 
activities would clearly be Ussishkin, who would soon stampede them 
into open revolt against Herzl. Weizmann had unsuccessfully sought 
Ussishkin's friendship and cooperation before. The latter had no use for 
the Democratic Faction or for young upstarts like Weizmann, who did 
not show sufficient respect for his senior colleagues. But now the situa
tion had changed for both of them. The Democratic Faction, such as it 
was, had no funds or prospects of getting any, and for his part Ussish
kin could use any help he could get in his war against Vienna. More
over, as soon as Weizmann showed deference to the regional leader of 
Ekaterinoslav and his colleagues, the road was open to cooperation, if 
not yet friendship. Keenly aware of all of this, Weizmann sought to cul
tivate Ussishkin's favor; his backing was crucial for all his projects. Thus, 
just like Motzkin before him, Ussishkin became for Weizmann a figure 
of authority not only in matters of Zionism but, to some extent, in the 
realm of private affairs as well.

Even before Ussishkin returned to Russia, Weizmann wrote him a long 
letter couched in a most humble tone:

. . . your future plans and intentions are of vital interest to me and all com
rades . . . If I turn to you with such questions this is not out of mere curi
osity . . . It is out of the inner conviction that you and some of our other 
comrades in Russia are now, more than ever, called upon to stand at the 
head of our cause without as yet demolishing the idols of our own mak
ing . .  .

Trying to save the Faction from Ussishkin's wrath, at the outset Weiz
mann offered to change its mode of operation even before consulting with 
his colleagues:

The Faction is not as yet something definable, complete; it cannot represent 
a determinable force, although its various elements have rallied . . . Indis
putably it is no longer possible for the Faction to continue in the shape in 
which it has so far existed . . .  It would be a blessing if young, intelligent 
elements of our movement were to form an Arbeitsgemeinschaft [working group] 
and try, particularly at this moment, to work for a pure Zionism, a national 
Zionism . .

It was absolutely necessary to come to the next congress with a defined 
program concerning Palestine, the colonization and industrialization of 
Palestine, purchase of Palestine and cultural work among its Jews.

Having outlined.his ideas and practical suggestions, Weizmann then 
proceeded to make the following offer: "It is my intention to direct the 
entire Zionist Jewish youth, insofar as this is within my power, towards 
this question and on this basis alone to conduct my own activities . . . 
But on our own we are so weak!" The most important task was the in
vestigation of Palestine by competent people. Clearly implying that he 
and his close colleagues were most suitable for this task, Weizmann of
fered to go to Palestine in March as well as to tour Russia. He was will-
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ing to take a leave of absence from the university for eight months in 
order to carry out this plan.87 In a similarly respectful tone Weizmann 
also explained to Bemstein-Kohan, another detractor of the Democratic 
Faction, what he planned for his group.

I shall no longer guide the Faction in its old form, but will attempt to orga
nize it as a working group. The basis for work exists: propaganda and agi
tation, educational work, practical and theoretical studies of the Palestine 
question . . .

Lest he be accused of vying for power, he hastened to add:
Please understand me well: in the forthcoming campaign this transformed 
Faction neither wishes to, is able to, nor will strike the first blow. That has 
to be done by the "Nay-sayers" standing outside this Faction. The seven 
members of the A.C. [who were at the Sixth Zionist Congress] have to speak 
the first word; we are at the disposal of yourself and the others as soon as 
you call upon us . . . Naturally the "Nay-sayers" must also give us the op
portunity to conduct propaganda, etc. They have the instruments of power, 
they have the influence—we shall place the propagandists at their disposal 
and we shall conduct the campaign in accordance with a plan worked out 
in concert . .

This was a transformed Weizmann. He was no longer defiant and bellig
erent toward the regional leaders. Naturally both Ussishkin and Bemstein- 
Kohan expressed interest in his ideas and promised to support the pub
lication of Der Jude.89

While waiting for the response of the Russians, Weizmann decided to 
try to salvage two projects: the university scheme and the publication of 
Der Jude. Both were worthwhile ventures in themselves and could also 
serve as propaganda vehicles for the Nein-Sager. In the meantime Weiz
mann had learned that the best way to proceed was not through com
mittees or conferences but on the basis of a small cadre of efficient and 
effective groups of academicians. Martin Buber was one of the first he 
enlisted for this working group. Writing to Buber at the end of Septem
ber, he revealed his modified university plan: "It may be described in a 
few words—to establish Jewish University Vacation Courses with an 
outstanding Jewish program and the best talents we have . . . This is 
something concrete, grand and relatively easy to achieve; and is simul
taneously the beginning of, and preparation for, the University wher
ever its location, besides being a most splendid national demonstration; 
in short, much more than the Nachtasyl."90 This was indeed a com
pletely new concept in Jewish education; it demonstrated once again 
Weizmann's academic predilections, organizational know-how, and po
litical flexibility. Buber liked the idea and promised to help.91 Feiwel had 
some reservations. Before receiving Buber's reply of October 2, Weiz
mann was already on his way to London via Paris, where he presented 
his plan to Max Nordau and Nahum Sokolow, who approved. He was 
also able jto enlist the participation and support of Professor Joseph Hal- 
évy. Director of Oriental Languages at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes.92
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His plan for the vacation courses was conceived on a grand scale; he tried 
to enlist the best talents. Writing to Buber from Paris, he explained his 
motivations:

Here I have won over Sokolow, Nordau, and Professor J. Halévy. We must 
have some first-rate names and I am thinking of [Franz] Oppenheimer, 
[Hermann] Cohen from Marburg, [Ludwig] Stein from Beme, and a few more: 
[Leo Abraham] Errera, [Joseph] Jacobs, [Moses] Gastej, etc. and then some 
younger men: you, [David] Neumark, etc. I am convinced that our cause 
will gain a great deal from this. I consider it to be enormous propaganda 
material for the University, for the idea, for Zionism. We must already speak 
of it as a fait accompli and draft a good memorandum on it at once. Please, 
Martinchen, do this and write to me at Geneva . . .  I hope to extricate our 
University project by this undertaking . . .93

Later he added, ". . . apart from the great national value of such an en
deavor, which is easy to implement, it remains the sole possibility of es
tablishing a relationship between Jewish students and Jewish professors 
on the basis of Jewish scholarship."94

Buber, who was at Lemberg completing his doctoral dissertation, agreed 
to write the memorandum. He liked Weizmann's list of scholars, except 
for Errera, whose work on Russian Jewry did not impress him. He had 
his own suggestions. How about enlisting George Brandes, Karl Joel, 
Nathan Birnbaum, Markus Braude, Marcus Ehrenpreis, Osias Thon, and 
Bernard Wachstein?95 From London Weizmann reported that Moses Gaster 
had agreed to join the courses, as did Israel Zangwill and Hermann Gol- 
lancz.96 It was a grand scheme indeed, involving the foremost Jewish in
tellectuals and scholars in Western and Eastern Europe.97 With tongue 
in cheek Weizmann called the project the "East-Africa project of the 
University—but it lies within the bounds of the permissible." ("Es ist ein 
Ost-Afrika der Hochschule—es liegt aber in der Linie.")98

The problem was not in inducing scholars to join the committee on 
vacation courses or to actually teach the courses during the months of 
August and September. The sticking point was the financing of the en
tire scheme. While en route home from London, Weizmann estimated 
the cost at twenty thousand francs.99 When he had more leisure time in 
Geneva to make the calculations, he arrived at a figure twice as large.100 
After making some modifications in the plan, apparently at Nordau's 
suggestion, he finally calculated a more modest budget of ten thousand 
to fifteen thousand francs.101

The plan for university vacation courses occupied Weizmann for a 
number of weeks. In the meantime the Kharkov Conference of mid- 
November had endorsed the idea of setting up a polytechnic institute in 
Palestine. Weizmann announced jubilantly, "We are no longer on our 
own."102 He even contemplated traveling to Palestine to investigate the 
conditions for setting up the institute. For his part Weizmann finally 
succumbed to Ussishkin's long-standing demand and abandoned the plan 
for a temporary university in Europe.103 Even so, the modified plan for
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vacation courses was in trouble by the end of December. It was attacked 
and mocked by some as impossible of attainment; its initiators, namely, 
Weizmann and his friends, were viewed as incompetent and incapable 
of carrying out the task.104 More important, however; this project also 
suffered from a perennial problem. As Weizmann wrote Joseph Lurie, 
"the things that one starts suffer from lack of manpower; one has to di
vide oneself up and tear oneself to shreds/'105 Two months later he re
peated the same complaint: "As to the Hochschule, all efforts, must be 
concentrated on the Courses, but for the time being the right people are 
not available, for they are all dispersed. All my hopes are placed on the 
Russian tour . . . " 106 But the Russian tour in the spring of 1904 was 
unsuccessful and frustrating on many counts. With it the plan for the 
vacation courses, which was all but dead, was finally buried. For the time 
being Weizmann also abandoned the idea of the Hochschule upon which 
he had embarked with such zeal and optimism two years earlier.107

The university vacation courses had been intended to maintain the 
momentum of the idea, to serve as a Nachtasyl—to use Weizmann's im
agery—until such time as the actual university could be established in 
Palestine. But they were also clearly seen as instruments of propaganda 
in the hands of the Nein-Sager and, as such, deserved the support of the 
regional leaders. Weizmann viewed the publication of Der Jude in similar 
terms. It was a worthwhile and important endeavor on its own merit, 
but it also had propaganda value as a mouthpiece for those opposing 
Herzl's diplomacy. This had been recognized, at least theoretically, by 
the regional leaders who met at Beatenberg right after the congress. They 
promised to help the periodical, whose first issue had been ready in the 
spring of 1903, by selling shares of the publication and obtaining reader 
subscriptions.108 The regional leaders reiterated their support in Kharkov 
by agreeing to set aside twelve hundred rubles for the printed propa
ganda of the Democratic Faction. In return they demanded control over 
the publication. Weizmann did not particularly respect the profession of 
journalism, but he understood the power of the press. He realized that 
a first-rate party organ could be a dangerous weapon in the hands of the 
Democratic Faction and its allies. Moreover, the Faction had received a 
bad press since its inception; the time had come for a counterattack. Thus, 
he assigned this project an important place on his agenda for immediate 
action.109

The major problem, as in the past, was locating sufficient funds to se
cure the publication of the first few issues. Samuel Shriro, Weizmann's 
initial and most generous financial backer for the university and Der Jude, 
had voted with the Ya-Sager at the Sixth Zionist Congress, and for the 
time being Weizmann could not turn to him for help. Relying on the 
promise of the regional leaders, however, Weizmann proceeded on the 
assumption that all was well.110 Soon he realized that matters would not 
advance smoothly. Buber was demanding money in a hurry, since he 
wanted the first issue of Der Jude to appear in January 1904.111 For his 
part Weizmann wrote to Victor Jacobson, "If any money has come for
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Der Jude please send some of it, because Buber makes demands, 
and I have none—pauvre comme un rat d'église/'112 The following day 
he cabled, "Dispatch funds for Jude (Judengeld) immediately—embar
rassed."113 Yet despite the efforts of Victor Jacobson, Menahem Ussish- 
kin, and Yehiel Tschlenow, they managed to scrape together only four 
hundred rubles for the publication.114 Jacobson and Gregory Belkovsky 
tried to persuade Weizmann to commence publication immediately, 
promising that after the first issue they would be able to sell more sub
scriptions, but Weizmann insisted on a minimum of fifteen hundred to 
two thousand rubles, which would guarantee the publication of future 
issues for the first six months.115 At the same time, Weizmann vented 
his anger against those friends who had promised help but had failed to 
deliver.116

By mid-November 1903 a prospectus appeared announcing the publi
cation of Der Jude for January 1904.117 This second announcement of the 
periodical, most likely written by Buber, was quite similar in content to 
the prospectus which appeared in the spring of 1903.118 It contained a 
long list of distinguished sponsors, the most obvious omission being that 
of Theodor Herzl.119 Another glaring omission was that the second pro
spectus listed only Buber and Weizmann as publishers, omitting any 
mention of Berthold Feiwel except as a sponsor.120

The change in editorship reflected a crisis which took place early in 
November 1903. It was not the first editorial crisis to shake the fledgling 
enterprise. From the start Weizmann had been less than candid as to 
who would edit the paper. In February 1903 he wrote Feiwel that "you 
are the only person who could edit such a paper. I would work for it 
solely under this condition."121 But a few days later he wrote Buber, whose 
ego had been wounded, "As for the editorship, I must at once point out 
that it never occurred to me to have Toldy appointed sole editor. If you 
are going to Berlin . . . then it is obvious both of you will take charge 
of affairs."122 Three weeks later he informed Catherine Dorfman, "Edi
tors: Buber, Feiwel and myself."123 The vagueness as to who was really 
in charge finally took its toll. Feiwel felt that he was being ignored by 
Buber and announced his intention to relinquish all responsibility for the 
periodical.124 Weizmann tried to dissuade him.

Even now I don't see why you wish to withdraw. Now that such a critical 
situation has set in, and the few we do have must hold together, everyone 
is starting to go his separate way, with the sense of cohesiveness ever di
minishing . . . We shan't achieve anything, because we are all people with 
frayed nerves . . .  I have to do everything myself, at my own risk and with 
my own money—which I haven't got. Obligations assumed by other Faction 
members have until the present never been fulfilled. They all know how to 
talk, to talk a great deal . . . One thing is incontestably established, and 
that is the existence of a field of activity; it is as large and even more re
warding now than it has been in recent years. We are short of good work
ers, but that does not mean that we, who do not regard ourselves as bun
glers, should throw in the sponge.125



The Uganda Controversy 185

But Feiwel remained adamant; his decision to withdraw, was final.
If Feiwel quit in a pique over protocol, Buber succumbed to the insur

mountable financial pressures. Since the spring of 1903 he had turned to 
Weizmann for funds, relying on the latter's executive and administrative 
abilities.126 As the date of publication of Der Jude approached, his de
mands became more insistent and urgent. In a moment of exasperation 
Buber threatened to resign unless he received funds by December 20, 
1903.127 With this ultimatum Weizmann finally exploded:

This is the first day I am feeling well enough to write a letter myself . . .  I 
repeat for the tenth time that I wrote to everyone about Der Jude; that fur
thermore till of them replied . . . that we hope to receive, if not the entire 
2,000 roubles by the 20th, then at least a large part of it. I too received a 
telegram from Berlin about paper and did not know what to make of it. I 
was in bed and without a penny. I wish I could also present ultimatums like 
yours, I could also withdraw as Told is doing, give up everything, every
thing, everything and let the others do the work for one or two years. It 
might even be necessary, because I can no longer bear this condition of being 
crushed while my closest friends do not have a like degree of responsibility 
and, perhaps quite unconsciously, shift the greatest responsibility onto me.
I cannot help feeling bitter about standing completely alone, as though 
abandoned, at critical moments: "we march together" only when everything 
works out well. But when there is a crisis to overcome, such as now, then 
impatience and irritation take over from unity and mutual responsibility. I 
too have made a resolve that, if only for reasons of health, I must fulfil: after 
the Faction Conference I am not going to lift a finger anymore. I shall no 
longer accept any office. After 10 years of work, after 5 years of grinding, 
all-consuming activity, I too wish to have at least one year all to myself. I owe 
it to myself. I have never spoken like this, but now that I see that after 
everything, one is really alone, I cannot act otherwise.128

Buber remained unmoved. For his part he stated that he did not have 
the emotional stamina necessary to edit a periodical which did not have 
financial security. The example of the Juedischer Verlag, which existed 
on an insufficient endowment, was enough to deter him. Thus, he had 
to stick to his decision to withdraw.129 From later correspondence it seems 
that, in fact, Buber had not yet resigned.130 Weizmann still hoped to raise 
the necessary funds during his spring tour of Russia,131 but as in the case 
of the vacation courses, the project had already lost its momentum, and 
his unsuccessful Russian sojourn could not revive it. Both projects proved 
that Weizmann's predilection for working alone could not fully succeed 
without sufficient organizational backing. Under completely different 
circumstances, and with the aid of the World Zionist Organization, 
Weizmann revived the university project in 1913, whereas Der Jude be
gan its regular publication under Martin Buber's editorship in 1916.

The publication of Der Jude and the truncated university-in-the-making 
were among Weizmann's priorities in the last months of 1903, but his 
major, occupation and concern was to devise a means to destroy the East
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Africa project. In the process he attempted yet again to gain for himself 
a more prominent place in the movement on the Continent, though he 
was already keeping one eye on career possibilities in England. Herzl 
had pointed the way to England as the seat of power and the possible 
arbiter of a solution for the landless Zionist movement. Weizmann was 
well aware of the possibilities in England for a capable, enterprising, and 
ambitious man. Yet he needed a legitimate excuse for going to investi
gate both the East Africa question and his own opportunities, expecially 
since the trip was to be paid for with money collected for the Democratic 
Faction.132 Two weeks after returning to Geneva from the Sixth Zionist 
Congress he wrote to Sokolow, "I am going to England . . .  on Univer
sity business . . . " 133 Thus, ostensibly he went to line up important lec
turers for the vacation courses. Yet his real reason seems to have been 
to find out at first hand what the chances of the East Africa scheme were. 
He was not completely overstepping his role, since he was a member of 
the East Africa Commission that had been appointed by the congress. 
On the other hand, that commission was to have possessed a purely ad
visory, noninvestigative brief. Weizmann simply used his minor ap
pointment on the commission and stretched and expanded his func
tion—more so than any other members134—to suit his needs.

Fortunately he had made a good impression on William Evans-Gor- 
don during the latter's tour of Russia in September 1902. He now relied 
on Evans-Gordon to make the necessary contacts in London for him. 
Weizmann informed Herzl that while in London he planned to obtain a 
report sent by Sir Charles Eliot, the High Commissioner in East Africa, 
to the British government.135 A day later, however, he wrote to Evans- 
Gordon that he wished to obtain much more: government reports. Blue 
Books, and perhaps maps and descriptions of the proposed territory, in 
addition to the Eliot memorandum. To Evans-Gordon he somewhat mis
represented the function of the East Africa Commission, stating that its 
purpose was to "examine" the British offer and "to equip an expedition 
to that country [East Africa]."136

Evans-Gordon replied that he would be glad to receive Weizmann in 
London and instructed the Parliamentary Sales Office to forward the re
quested material on East Africa.137 Otto Warburg, the chairman of the 
East Africa Commission, had also given his blessing to the trip,138 and 
Weizmann was confident that he would be able to discover everything. 
"London," he told one of his close collaborators, "is the most important 
center now . . . For the present I shall probably only manage to estab
lish our headquarters in London."139

On October 3, 1903, while en route to London, Weizmann stopped 
over in Paris. The first person he saw was Max Nordau. There is no ex
planation in his correspondence or elsewhere as to why an outspoken 
Nein-Sager would have wished to see the author of the speech on Nacht
asyl. Moreover, Weizmann had been among those most prominent in 
siding with Ahad Ha'Am during the latter's controversy with Nordau. 
Ostensibly he visited the famous author to enlist him for the vacation
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courses, but Weizmann emphasized the friendly fashion in which he was 
received. Nordau even invited him to dinner. "What a friendship!" 
Weizmann exclaimed in his letter to Vera.140 Vera was outspoken in her 
reaction to this newfound companionship. "What I don't like is that you 
have started a relationship with Nordau."141 Buber was equally sur
prised. "How did you manage to win over Nordau [to the idea of the 
vacation courses]? Have you made up with him?"142 Perhaps both Weiz
mann and Nordau realized that their positions on East Africa were not 
so far apart; Nordau expressed his own ambivalence toward the project 
and possibly intimated to Weizmann that it had encountered some re
sistance within the British government as well.143 Weizmann's meetings 
with the leaders of the Jewish Colonization Association—including Nar
cisse Leven and Rabbi Zadoc Kahn, chief rabbi of France, who was, in 
addition, honorary president of the Alliance Israélite Universelle and a 
member of the Jewish Colonization Association (ICA) Council—also 
convinced him that they were more interested in Palestine than East Af
rica and that only pressure from Lord Nathaniel Rothschild in London 
induced them to enter into negotiations with Herzl concerning the ex
pedition to East Africa.144 Weizmann was much less satisfied after meet
ing with Sokolow. Only a fortnight previously he had written to the ed
itor of Hatzfirah in the most obsequious manner, seeking his advice on 
personal and Zionist matters. "You are my friend, after all, so give some 
advice, grant me the word of salvation—I believe in you and trust you 
very, very much and you will do me good."145 To Vera he now wrote 
about Sokolow in different terms. "I have practically given up hope in 
Sokolow and his sympathy. He will go wherever there is success, strength, 
etc., but till then he will prevaricate. His behavior in the Africa affair is 
disgusting. He wriggles as he talks to me . . ."146 His assessment of 
French Jewry was equally derogatory. Referring to the public reaction in 
the wake of pogroms in Homel in mid-September 1903, he exclaimed, 
"Here the prostitute Republic surrenders to the embraces of the Russian 
bear and the damned French Jews are cowardly. They are plus français 
que les Français [sic]. They are afraid to come out against Russia as she is 
France's ally."147

He reached London on October 8. His first impressions were bleak. "I 
arrived today in this monstrous London, and have hardly managed to 
do a thing . . .  I have been rushing about madly, and there is slush here, 
foul weather, fog, din and uproar, and a language which is not exactly 
comprehensible to me . . .  I am now in Whitechapel. Lord, what hor
ror! Stench, foul smells, emaciated Jewish faces. A mixture of a London 
avenue and Jewish poverty in the suburbs of Vilna."148 Twenty-four hours 
later his mood had changed completely: "In contrast to yesterday—a most 
unpleasant day—today all went well. The sun has smiled and all my 
people have responded . . .  I am terribly pleased that I went to London, 
terribly pleased. I feel very well today. I have done some work, and have 
had a rest . . ," 149

Hi9 stay in London commenced auspiciously. Indeed, during his en-
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tire week there he registered to his credit one achievement after another. 
His first visit was to Moses Gaster, the Haham (chief rabbi) of the Se
phardic community in Britain and his most important contact within the 
Anglo-Jewish community. It was the festival of Sukkot (Feast of Taber
nacles) and they lunched outside in the sukkah.150 Gaster was bom in 
Bucharest and had studied at the Jewish Theological Seminary of Bres
lau. He had taught Rumanian language and literature at the University 
of Bucharest, but in 1885 he had been expelled from the country because 
he protested against its treatment of Jews. He settled in England, where 
he was appointed to teach Slavonic literature at Oxford University. In 
1887 he was appointed to his eminent religious post. Gaster's abilities as 
a scholar and orator gained him an outstanding position within the An
glo-Jewish community. He had been active in the Jewish national move
ment since the days of the Hibbat Zion, and later in the Zionist move
ment he had accompanied Laurence Oliphant on his journeys to Rumania, 
Constantinople and Palestine, where he had played a considerable part 
in the establishment of Zikhron Yaakov and Rosh Pinah, the first colo
nies settled by Rumanian Jews. An early supporter of Herzl, he turned 
violently against the East Africa scheme. A combative and stubborn per
son by nature, he was willing to carry his dislike of Herzl to extremes.151

Gaster had met Weizmann at various congresses. They shared similar 
attitudes, especially on the issue of East Africa, and they saw each other 
as political allies. Their friendship was never warm and intimate. It waxed 
and waned between extremes, which included annoyance, usefulness, 
jealousy, cooperation, and sometimes volcanic eruptions of anger. Given 
the tendency of both to moodiness and sulking and their extreme sen
sitivity to slights, it could not have been otherwise. Each recognized the 
usefulness of the other for his own political advancement. Yet at this early 
stage Weizmann was mostly on the receiving end. He recognized the 
fact and treated Gaster—at least in public—with extreme care, calling him 
"My Dear Doctor," solicitously inquiring after his health and the welfare 
of his family, and respectfully deferring to his superior judgment in Zi
onist as well as personal affairs. But Weizmann could quickly assess per
sonalities and knew instantly that Gaster was full of intrigue and hungry 
for power. The Haham saw himself as Herzl's equal and his worthy suc
cessor. To Vera Weizmann reported that "Gaster . . .  is preparing to 
overthrow Herzl. . ."152 After a few more days of observing the rabbi in 
action, he concluded, "He is an absolute rogue, and he knows that I am 
aware of it; but he is prepared to go along with us at all cost, if only to 
overthrow Herzl. One has to be very careful with him."153 Paradoxi
cally, Weizmann admired Herzl as a leader, though by 1903 he rejected 
most of his ideas. Gaster's views on Zionist ideology and policy were 
akin to Weizmann's, but he immediately sensed that the Haham could in 
no way measure up to the human qualities of the founder of the World 
Zionist Organization.

Gaster had agreed to lecture for the vacation courses; and Israel Zang- 
will, an almost complete antipode to the Haham, agreed to join its com-
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mittee. Zangwill, among Anglo-Jewry's best-known public figures, was 
highly assimilated. His Children of the Ghetto had gained him interna
tional fame, which was sustained by many other works. Unlike Gaster, 
he supported Herzl vociferously on the subject of East Africa.154 Weiz- 
mann assessed him thus: "Mr. Zangwill is the real ideologist of East Af
rica. He goes much further than the leaders would wish. In a certain 
sense he is even opposed to Palestine . . . He is not acquainted with the 
evolution of Judaism as a whole. Zionism, according to him, depends on 
accidents . . . after a discussion lasting some hours he took it in silence 
when I told him: 'You may well be the photographer of the Ghetto, but 
you are not its psychologist' . . . Like Nordau he is completely hypno
tized by Herzl."155 It says something about Weizmann's tactical ap
proach to the question of organization-building that despite the deep- 
seated differences between himself and Zangwill, he did not hesitate to 
approach the latter for the vacation courses. As in the case of Nordau, 
the good of the organization transcended his personal antipathies. The 
fame of both men justified his tactical means.

Weizmann's meeting with the English members of the East Africa 
Commission, which included Leopold Greenberg, Joseph Cowen, and 
Leopold Kessler, was equally satisfactory from an ideological point of view, 
though personally he was not very pleased by them. With the exception 
of Greenberg,' they had all reached the conclusion that the East Africa 
scheme had to be abandoned.156 This was also the attitude of Herbert 
Bentwich, a distinguished lawyer, prominent Zionist, and close collab
orator of Moses Gaster. Between them they represented a strong nu
cleus of Nein-Sager. For all practical purposes they were English Zionism. 
Moreover, they each wined and dined him as an important personage— 
quite a contrast to the treatment he was getting back on the Continent 
from the Russian regional leaders.157

But his main goal was to meet important and authoritative govern
ment officials, preferably from the Foreign Office, from whom he could 
gather sufficient anti-East Africa material to destroy the scheme. Here 
Evans-Gordon proved invaluable. The major was himself interested in 
helping Weizmann. In his autobiography Weizmann claimed that

Sir William Evans-Gordon had no particular anti-Jewish prejudices. He acted, 
as he thought, according to his best lights and in the most kindly way, in 
the interests of his country. He had been horrified by what he had seen of 
the oppression of the Jews of Russia, but in his opinion it was physically 
impossible for England to make good the wrongs which Russia had inflicted 
on its Jewish population. He was sorry, but he was helpless. Also, he was 
sincerely ready to encourage any settlement of Jews almost anywhere in the 
British Empire, but he failed to see why the ghettos of London or Leeds or 
Whitechapel should be made into a branch of the ghettos of Warsaw and 
Pinsk . . .  Sir William Evans-Gordon gave me some insight into the psy
chology of the settled citizen, and though my views on immigration natu
rally were in sharp conflict with his, we discussed these problems in a quite 
objective and even friendly way.158
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It is difficult to accept the fact that Weizmann was so naive or unin
formed about Evans-Gordon's background and real motivation in help
ing him that he believed the major "had no particular anti-Jewish prej
udices." Evans-Gordon had led the East End Conservative M.P.s in their 
attempt to persuade the government to set up the Royal Commission on 
Alien Immigration. Indeed, he did not want the East End to be even more 
crowded with poor Yiddish-speaking peddlers and hawkers. Yet it was 
convenient for Weizmann to disregard all this for the moment. Like Herzl 
before him with von Plehve, Weizmann did not rule out bargaining with 
anti-Semites. They were a fact of life, they could not be ignored, and it 
was simply necessary to dèal with them.159 In any case, Evans-Gordon 
had developed a personal liking for Weizmann160 and proved to be as 
good as his word. He gave Weizmann all the official materials on East 
Africa, and since Lord Percy, the parliamentary Under-Secretary of State 
for Foreign Affairs, was unavailable, he introduced him to Sir Harry 
Johnston, the former Special Commissioner in Uganda. Sir Johnston re
ceived Weizmann very well, and this meeting—probably conducted in 
French—was a success. Weizmann was virtually exploding with triumph:

If I were to publish the entire content of the conversation, a mortal blow 
would be dealt to the Africans. But I shall keep this as a trump card. He 
fully agrees with my arguments and considers it impossible to establish a 
fairly large colonization project even in twenty-five years' time. He de
scribed the proposal of the British Government as irony in respect of the Jews. He 
said . . . that British public opinion will be against us, that everything we 
do here can be done for Palestine alone, and that he is ready to support us. 
He promised to come and address a meeting, and he is a tremendously im
portant man in England . . .  I have learned valuable things from him about 
El Arish.

In a final note of jubilation Weizmann added, "You see, my child, how 
diplomacy is conducted. Our leaders merely spoiled things and made 
fools of themselves. I am convinced that Herzl would speak of 'enor
mous successes' [gigantische Erfolge] were he to know all I know now."161 
He took delight in comparing himself with Herzl. "We, too, can be dip
lomats, eh?"162

Of course, things were not as simple as Johnston had portrayed. It is 
further proof that Herzl had effectively kept diplomatic information to 
himself, that Weizmann believed Johnston's assertion that El Arish could 
still be made available for Jewish colonization, that Egyptian resistance 
to the idea could be broken, and that the water problem could be solved 
within six months. Based on this false intelligence, Weizmann ex
claimed, "They [Herzl and SAC] lied to us!"163 What Weizmann did 
sense—even before it became public knowledge, and possibly even be
fore Herzl knew for sure—was that Great Britain was already looking for 
ways to extricate herself from the East Africa offer. Indeed, men like 
Weizmann and other Nein-Sager may have given the government an added 
excuse for a shift in policy.
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Weizmann had good reason to be proud of his achievements, all the 
more so since he was a novice in the art of diplomacy, was in a foreign 
country, and had a very poor command of the English language. Four 
days in London convinced him that he had never felt better.164 So en
grossed was he in London that he dropped his plans to go to Glasgow, 
Leeds,165 and Manchester, where he was to see Charles Dreyfus of the 
Clayton Aniline Company. His sojourn in London also gave him an added 
push to pursue an idea he had thus far discussed only with Vera, namely, 
that a move to England would afford him new and important ojpportu- 
nities. Evans-Gordon and Gaster promised to help him find a job,166 and 
he had also inquired about the opportunities for "women doctors." All 
that was required, he informed Vera, was "to pass a simple examina
tion, and then one may set up in practice, and do well."167 He rounded 
off his stay with a visit to the British Museum and shopped for some 
presents for Vera.168

Departing London on October 16, Weizmann had a chance to reflect 
on the hectic week he had just spent. He already spoke of his move to 
England as a fait accompli; he saw for himself there an "enormous field 
for work" unencumbered by the presence of the regional leaders or 
members of SAC looking over his shoulder.169 He intuitively sensed that 
he had found his métier in politics. He had the ability to instantly grasp 
the essentials surrounding events and to handle himself with grace and 
authority in his encounters with politicians. These were qualities he would 
refine on countless occasions. For the time being he realized that he had 
to capitalize on his first successes by making them public. In his estimate 
he now had all the ammunition he needed to destroy the pro-African 
forces. He had accumulated one further piece of evidence on his way 
home: The eminent geographer Elisée Reclus told him in Brussels that 
mass colonization in East Africa was unfeasible.170 Weizmann divided up 
the task. He asked Buber, Feiwel, and Tschlenow to draft a memoran
dum that could be sent to Johnston and Evans-Gordon in England for 
circulation within influential circles.171 He himself sat down to write two 
memoranda to the regional leaders and some other friends. Though he 
had already begun to prepare himself psychologically for a move to En
gland, he had not yet, in fact, made an absolute commitment. In the 
meantime he viewed it as his responsibility to report his findings and to 
give advice. Possibly he could still carve for himself a place among the 
Continental Zionists.

Weizmann's first report soberly summarized his travels, meetings, and 
impressions in Paris, London, and Brussels.172 With very few excep
tions, it was an accurate and faithful recapitulation of his activities, though 
his own bias is evident throughout in the adjectives he used, in his framing 
of questions to his interlocutors, and in his conclusions.

I brought the impression away from London that we can accomplish a great
deal there. We can win over influential circles; we must manifest our desire
for Palestine with deeds rather than shallow phrases. We must place our
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political activities— . . .  I simply call it propaganda—in the hands of first- 
rate men who will win over the sympathies of Europe and not snatch at 
chance success. Every serious statesman understands full well our renuncia
tion of Africa and reckons with our aspirations to Palestine as a power fac
tor. A small settlement in Palestine strengthens our prestige in the eyes of 
the world more than the half-baked projects which unhappily preoccupy us 
so much at present. To my regret, I must also state that our leaders have 
still not understood this, with the result that a great deal of time and energy 
has been uselessly squandered. I promise myself only one good thing from 
the Africa project: Perhaps our leaders have now been taught their lesson!173

Less than a week later Weizmann sent his second memorandum, which 
clearly stated his views on the course of action to be undertaken by the 
Nein-Sager. It is a powerful and personal statement, reminding the reader 
of his memorandum to Herzl six months earlier.

Seven years of Zionist activity have finally taught us that we have sought in 
vain to construct a unity out of heterogeneous elements . . . One group 
conceives of Zionism as a mechanism, and is ignorant of its connection with 
the soul of the Jewish people. Consequently it seeks to "manufacture" Zion
ism either through diplomatic journeys or through fund-raising appeals. 
Elements that are partly detached from living Judaism—the assimilated 
Westerners on the one side, and the Orthodox confined within their rigid 
formulae on the other, are incapable of a better understanding of the na
tional cause.

The other group, however, understands Zionism to be the life-giving force, 
both actual and potential; the free development of the nation finding its 
highest expression in the idea of statehood . . .

Whereas on our side the political forms of the movement were being con
tinually shaped into an organic force as a result of our Jewish content, for 
the West European Zionism remained a cliché, completely devoid of Jewish 
content, unstable, wavering and hollow, finding its highest expression in 
so-called diplomacy, and in the Jewish Statism [Judenstaatlertum] that smells 
of philanthropy.174

After these opening remarks, he made the following suggestions: col
lective and strategic colonization in Palestine by means of a slow and 
systematic activity; forging a strong tie between the Zionist organization 
in the Diaspora (Golus) and the Jewish organization in Palestine; decen
tralization of the Zionist organization and assignment of important tasks 
to special departments, with London as the headquarters of the Actions 
Committee; a Zionist press not limited by territorial boundaries; a reor
ganization and redefinition of the task of the Jewish Colonial Trust and 
the Jewish National Fund, permitting them to operate only in Palestine 
and neighboring countries; and the conversion of the Democratic Faction 
into a working group serving the Nein-Sager, in return for which it and 
its projects would be supported financially.175

The striking element in both reports is Weizmann's characterization of 
the Zionist movement as composed of two camps divided ideologically 
and geographically between East and West. This analysis of the state of
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the Zionist movement should not be understood as intentionally divi
sive. On the contrary, his aim was to eventually close the gap between 
opposing camps and bridge these ideological and geographic differ
ences. A related feature of both reports was the fact that despite their 
severe criticism of the Zionist leadership in the West, they refrained from 
direct attack upon Herzl. On the contrary, they contained explicit warn
ings against any attempts to unseat Herzl from the leadership. How can 
this be explained in light of Weizmann's attitude to Herzl until then? 
Weizmann's critical stance toward Herzl had undergone four major de
velopments. At first he was full of admiration and respect for Herzl and 
his momentous achievements, venturing only minor criticisms from time 
to time.176 However, he adopted a sustained critical attitude toward Herzl 
from 1901 on, an attitude which was a composite of disagreement on 
substantive issues, personal envy, and a need to carve out for himself a 
role within the movement's front ranks. The very establishment of the 
Democratic Faction presented a direct challenge to Herzl and the su
premacy of SAC. Herzl was quick to understand this and tried to diffuse 
this opposition group. This was Weizmann's first period of disillusion
ment with Herzl.177

To his friends Weizmann had complained many times about Herzl's 
shallow understanding of Zionist and Jewish issues. In his first confron
tation with Herzl, in July 1901, his veiled language only hinted at Herzl's 
culpability in having contributed to "the Zionists' dilatory and medita
tive approach to the solution even of domestic problems, or about the 
stagnation which has set in among the societies . . ." 178 He was much 
more explicit in his letter to his confidante: "Dr. Herzl has no idea of 
Russian Zionism and of Russian Zionists. Dr. Herzl is being misled by 
various creatures, flatterers, 'friends of the cause.' " 179 Describing, a few 
months later, Herzl's testimony before the Royal Commission on Alien 
Immigration, Weizmann wrote with obvious exasperation, "This is all 
extremely interesting—how the English statesmen see the position of the 
Jews, and how shockingly Herzl defined Zionism and the Jewish nation. 
Some of his answers are very intelligent, some are purely journalistic and 
show the dilettantism of a journalist who, having such an important 
mission, has not prepared himself for it . . ."18°

As Weizmann's own development and involvement in Zionist affairs 
matured, he became more critical of Herzl, a stance that found its most 
trenchant and full expression in his memorandum to Herzl dated 
May 6, 1903. This memorandum—which took issue with Herzl's reliance 
on the Mizrahi, critized his lack of understanding of the moral and in
tellectual plight of the Russian Jewish intelligentsia, and tried to outline 
for Herzl a solution to the various woes afflicting the movement in both 
East and West—failed to attain its goal. Not only did it not succeed in 
changing Herzl's attitude toward the Mizrahi, but it also failed to open 
a new chapter between Herzl and the Democratic Faction. In personal 
terms it marked the end of the relationship between Weizmann and Herzl. 
Henceforth he was persona non grata in circles close to Vienna. The word
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was out that he was no longer viewed with favor by Herzl. Rubuffed 
and ignored, Weizmann's criticism toward Herzl became more sharp and 
wounding, mixed with irony and condescension.

Having made the switch to the Nein-Sager at the Sixth Zionist Con
gress, Weizmann presently became angry and bitter. He was furious at 
what Herzl was doing to the movement and to those who opposed him. 
As the opposition to Herzl faltered and Weizmann's own projects fell 
apart, he wrote in early 1904:

It is obvious from everything that the mood is terrible; I see no end to these 
ordeals. Evidently, Herzl is a clever operator and "the great leader" will be 
able to force all decent people out of the movement, for he has weapons at 
his disposal that others would not dare to consider. We have but one thing 
to do in order not to find ourselves overboard: unite the small group of peo
ple who still live, think and feel in a Zionist way, and who have not yet 
sunk in the mire of Viennese diplomacy.181

From 1901 on, Weizmann gradually began to compare himself to Herzl 
with ever-increasing frequency, first in a subtle way and later more openly. 
Intertwined with his opposition to Herzl on substantive Zionist and gen
eral Jewish issues were feelings of admiration and intense jealousy. Herzl 
possessed all the attributes Weizmann had not yet acquired: personal 
charisma, fame, leadership, money, and diplomatic skills. These were 
qualities Weizmann had to acquire slowly and painfully by laboring in 
the more neglected and far less glamorous corners of the Zionist move
ment. The personal element in the more theoretically framed and for
mulated antagonism was therefore not a negligible factor. Moreover, the 
very struggle against Herzl trained Weizmann to assume organizational 
and leadership positions which, with time, would become important as
sets in his own rise to a position of authority within the movement.

And yet from the very start of organized opposition in 1901, Weiz
mann had made it clear—even in the face of conflicting advice from Ahad 
Ha'Am—that his group was a loyal opposition. He would bring about 
changes from within and would under no conditions split the move
ment. Even after Weizmann's opposition to Herzl had become intense 
after the Sixth Zionist Congress, he maintained this point of view. Through 
the cloud of arguments and counterarguments he clearly saw that there 
was no alternative to Herzl as leader of the movement. Propaganda against 
Herzl and his schemes was one thing, but his ouster was a differenrt 
matter altogether.

To Menahem Ussishkin Weizmann wrote two weeks after the Sixth 
Zionist Congress, "You and some of our other comrades in Russia are 
now, more than ever, called upon to stand at the head of our cause 
without as yet demolishing the idols [Herzl] of our own making."182 
Weizmann was completely opposed to Gaster's intention to overthrow 
Herzl.183

What, then, were Weizmann's aims for the moment? First, he urged 
a broader view by the Russian leadership on the question of how to con-
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duct the struggle against East Africa: . . the Russian /Nay-sayers/ must
abandon their regional, Landsmanschaft, point of view and seek to exer
cise an influence upon Western Zionism. What is at issue here is to carry 
through the struggle for hegemony; it is only because the leadership is 
West European and the following mostly East European . . . that mis
understandings such as have led as far as Africa could have arisen . . ,"184 
What he aimed at was for Russian Zionists to share the power within 
the movement and to help lead it in a meaningful way. Though he pro
fessed to have serious doubts as to Herd's diplomatic abilities and claimed 
that "we"—by which he meant himself—could accomplish a great deal 
through reasonable diplomacy,185 he opposed the removal of Herd.186 
Although after the GAC meeting in April 1904 Weizmann stated, 
". . . and if [the] Uganda [scheme] does not collapse a split is inevitable 
and that is all we can wish for," this seems to have been a fleeting thought 
during a moment of despair.187 His practical suggestion for sharing power 
was simple; he called for evolutionary reforms rather than a revolution.

Our Golus organization must undergo such radical reforms as to enable all 
leaders to receive a greater share of the work, with more control and re
sponsibility over it. Broadly, the organization ought to be shaped as follows: 
each sphere of Zionist activity will have its special department that will be 
administered'by a small number of capable people who will naturally be 
elected by the Congress. The representatives of these departments will form 
the [S]AC . ... Only by dividing the work can there be any guarantee that 
no further surprises will come.188

How did the Russian regional leaders respond to Weizmann's assess
ments and proposals? Yehiel Tschlenow, the more moderate member of 
the group, accepted them. So did Victor Jacobson. More important, 
Menahem Ussishkin wrote to thank him for his program, and for the 
first time he ventured to say that he was "sure that we could unite and 
work together."189 Yet in his letters to Weizmann dated October 28 and 
November 6, 1903, Ussishkin issued a warning which was, in fact, an 
ultimatum: "I want you to know that I am opposed, as heretofore, to the 
Faction, to the Mizrahi, and every factionist principle which kills our 
general movement. . ." His agreement to cooperate with Weizmann was 
also conditional on "your getting rid of this 'monster' called Faction and 
then we will establish a strong organization of Zionei Zion."190

For the time being Weizmann did not openly take issue with Ussish
kin. He was still euphoric about his success in London and proceeded 
to plan the Faction conference, which had been scheduled for Decem
ber 27, 1903, at the Sixth Zionist Congress.191 He would first wait and 
see what the regional leaders would decide in Kharkov in mid-Novem
ber before taking any new and radical steps with regard to the Faction. 
While they met, he agreed to give a speech to the Bern Academic Zionist 
Society on Sunday, November 8, about the Sixth Zionist Congress and 
the East Africa issue.192 It was the only debate in which he participated 
during the period from the Sixth Zionist Congress until his departure for
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England in July 1904. This was not a coincidence; he did not want to 
continue to be too closely identified as a student leader and wished to 
move on to the more respectable role of an established party leader and 
negotiator. Yet for an excellent and eager propagandist like Weizmann 
it was an opportunity he could not refuse. The event must have seemed 
to him like old times/ when he used to debate the Bundists. This time, 
however, the meeting was open only to Zionists, who debated among 
themselves. The meeting lasted for the traditional three days; his ad
dress on November 8 was followed by two days of debate. Weizmann's 
conclusion in Bern was that all Zionist efforts must be turned to Pales
tine at this time. A certain number of Jews had to be settled in Palestine 
before political rights could be aspired to. In a word, the need was for 
small-scale colonization. A Jewish state could not be created in a land 
without Jews.193

The Kharkov resolutions, for the most part, accorded with Weiz
mann's own ideas. But what was painfully obvious was that the regional 
leaders did not trust him with information on the proceedings. Ussish- 
kin had been willing to disclose only that at Kharkov twelve hundred 
rubles had been set aside for printed propaganda for Weizmann's work
ing group (Arbeitsgruppe).194 Weizmann found it difficult to accept this 
lack of information, which he initially attributed to an oversight or an 
outright mistake.195 He could not understand how it was possible to place 
him in the same camp as those from whom one needed to guard secrets. 
Had he not proven himself since the Sixth Zionist Congress? Had he not 
declared, time and again, his total submission to the decisions of the re
gional leaders? "I cannot understand why you write me nothing about 
the Kharkov decisions. I do have to know them, as a Direktive for work," 
he wrote Ussishkin.196 Eventually Ussishkin informed him that the 
Kharkov Conference's decisions were being kept secret from everyone 
and that he could not make any exceptions.197 Weizmann tried a few more 
times to elicit some information. "I cannot imagine," he wrote to Victor 
Jacobson, "our comrades deciding to keep their decisions secret from me 
too. Tant pis!"198 Finally Michael Aleinikov, Joseph Pokrassa, and in mid- 
December also Victor Jacobson leaked the information to him. In any case, 
the Kharkov resolutions were becoming well known despite the veil of 
secrecy, even before the deputation reached Herzl. But the incident left 
a bitter taste in Weizmann's mouth. It demonstrated once again that he 
did not belong to the inner circle of Russian Zionism. At most he could 
be assigned some propaganda tasks in the West.

As usual when worried and upset, Weizmann's reaction was partly 
physical. Early in December he reported, "I have been rather ill for some 
days now. I started spitting blood . . . The doctor advised me to leave 
everything and go south, but I cannot for the present."199 His major rea
son for staying in Geneva was to continue work for the Democratic Fac
tion's conference, which was scheduled for late December. Though he 
did not admit it publicly, Weizmann had arrived at the conclusion that 
the Democratic Faction had come to be more of a handicap than a polit-
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ical asset. Its very existence, though merely on paper, drew criticism and 
rebuke for its leaders, namely, Weizmann himself, while failing to pro
vide him with a power base. Thus, the conference was to be the Fac
tion's swan song and its official conversion to Ussishkin's "working 
group."200 Despite the injunctions of his doctor, Weizmann was work
ing hard to bring this transformation about; "A Faction Conference there 
will be. I am making every effort to hold on to what has, with such dif
ficulty, been put together, but God! the human material is in pieces and 
corroded . . . Everybody goes around with such tzores of his own that 
nothing remains of him for the cause . . . The office-holders really can 
laugh up their sleeves about their impotent 'opponents.' I am fed up— 
but what can I do?"201 The obstacles in the way of the conference proved 
insurmountable. There was no agreement on the agenda or the incor
poration of the Faction into the Nein-Sager. Moreover, Ussishkin and 
Bemstein-Kohan informed Weizmann that the Russian deputation to Herzl 
would leave for Vienna at the end of December and asked that the Fac
tion's conference be postponed by a fortnight to enable Ussishkin and 
perhaps another regional leader to take part in it.202

Instead of a conference a consultation was scheduled for early January 
in Berlin—a venue chosen so that Gregory Belkovsky and Simon Rosen
baum could report on their meeting with Herzl. On January 6, 1904, 
Weizmann assembled eleven of his friends for this purpose, among them 
Buber, Feiwel, Zvi Aberson, Michael Aleinikov, and Samuel Pevsner. 
Some came from as far as Kharkov and Warsaw,203 while Weizmann 
himself had made the long journey to Berlin for the convenience of the 
Kharkov deputation. To Weizmann's great shock and embarrassment, 
Rosenbaum and Belkovsky did not keep their word. Despite Rosen
baum's promise, the two left Vienna on January 8, 1904, humiliated by 
Herzl, and proceeded directly to St. Petersburg without stopping in Ber
lin.

Weizmann was furious at having been ignored by the Kharkov depu
tation. It looked to him like a deliberate insult. After receiving Rosen
baum's telegram from Vienna informing him that he would not stop over 
in Berlin, Weizmann wrote to the regional leaders who had assembled 
in St. Petersburg.

So much effort has been spent on the journey, and one sits here fuming 
with anger, not knowing what to do with oneself. There is no end to my 
indignation . . . let us know on receipt of this letter whether someone will 
be coming and when. Otherwise we shall do nothing and, as far as I can see, 
we are the only group that provides you with support . . . Once again, all 
this behavior of yours at such a time is incomprehensible to me. If this is 
Russian sloppiness, it is criminal to insult people in such a way.204

The Russians did not even bother to reply. Recognizing their lack of au
thority, the Faction members present at Berlin did hold their consulta
tions, as planned, from January 10 to 12, 1904. Their most important de
cision was to unite with the Nein-Sager in a new alliance.205
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Upon returning to Geneva, Weizmann seems to have understood why 
Rosenbaum and Belkovsky did not come to Berlin. Newspaper reports 
had revealed their ignominious failure, which stood in marked contrast 
to Rosenbaum's earlier boasts that he would bring about Herzl's ouster 
if the latter did not accede to the Kharkov demands.206 It would certainly 
not have been a pleasant task for the deputation to report their failure 
to the members of the Faction; it was bad enough that they had to tell 
their story to the regional leaders in St. Petersburg, Weizmann already 
began to sense that the opposition to Herzl was crumbling: "Our Rus
sian [G.JA.C. members . . . have ruined their own case through their 
ineptitude and I fear they will make many more gross tactical mis
takes."207 In fact, the regional leaders had decided to do nothing until 
the GAC session and sent an edited version of their case to SAC in Vi
enna.208 Weizmann made one more halfhearted attempt to form a "league 
made up of reliable individuals, to organize and struggle against the 
present establishment throughout the world . . .  I shall press for the 
launching of several militant journals, in London, in Berlin and in Amer
ica,"209 but this, too, was doomed to failure for lack of support.

Weizmann was now at a dead end. The Democratic Faction finally 
ended its existence with the meeting in Berlin. A conference was not called 
and the working group did not materialize. Moreover, Der Jude failed to 
appear, the vacation courses never left the drawing board, and the prop
aganda material in the form of pamphlets was never published. It was 
useless to pretend that any of these projects could be revived without 
the active assistance of others. But his friends in both East and West simply 
could not or would not keep up with his pace; nor did they display the 
same dedication to the cause that he exhibited. He had no choice but to 
face the facts. Sometime in February 1904 he began to dismantle the Jewish 
University bureau as well as the Democratic Faction bureau, dismissing 
his secretary, Saul Stupnitzky.

The single ray of hope in this bleak situation was "Ussishkin, the only 
man who has not yet lost his head."210 At the end of January 1904 Us
sishkin finally replied to Weizmann's letters,211 explaining decisions made 
by the regional leaders and outlining the work ahead: an information 
campaign; the publication of a pamphlet called The Truth about Kharkov 
(Die Wahrheit ueber Charkow); and the publication of an anthology on Pal
estine. Ussishkin also proposed to convene a conference of the Zionist 
opposition in Russia. His letter ended confidently: "Don't feel downcast, 
dear friend, we will soon win, I sincerely believe so. La vérité est en marche. 
One needs only to work, work and work . . ."212 Ussishkin's letter en
couraged Weizmann. It would seem that he was heartened not only by 
its content but by the trust Ussishkin was now placing in him in reveal
ing his detailed plans. He had finally established the personal relation
ship he had sought for so long. Henceforth he became Ussishkin's firm 
and trusted collaborator in Western Europe.213 Typically, Weizmann's 
mood changed in an instant, and he bubbled over with more plans for
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a conference, publications, and travel to the important centers in Rus
sia.214 Despite his poor health, he began immediately to outline a major 
propaganda tour through Western Europe and Russia: London, Munich, 
Berlin, Kharkov, Ekaterinoslav, Odessa, and Kiev.215 As.time passed, he 
dropped the Western leg of his tour.

It was more important to Visit the Eastern centers, though he hated to 
travel in Russia. The Russo-Japanese War had just begun in February 
1904, and he was hoping for a Japanese victory over hated Russia. To 
Catherine Dorfman he wrote, "By the way, I hope you are [pro-] Japa
nese, otherwise it's terrible. Imagine, I have fallen so low as to read about 
ten newspapers a day in various languages, thinking that this way I am 
helping Japan beat Russia. Our [Japanese] navy suffered a defeat today, 
and I am very grieved. For if 'Kvas' wins now, doomsday will follow, 
and the whole of Europe will become kosakisch, and as ein anstaendiger 
Mitteleuropaeer [a decent Central European] I am terribly afraid of this."216

On March 22, 1904, Weizmann left for Russia. En route he visited his 
friends in Bern and Berlin and his sister and brother-in-law in Warsaw. 
He arrived in Pinsk on March 30. Everyone was assembled there. Even 
his new sister-in-law, Zina, Moshe's wife, turned out to be a more ami
cable woman than he had been led to believe by some members of his 
family. The only note of worry in his letters about the family concerned 
his brother Shmuel, who was engaged in antigovemment activities.217 
Within the family the mood was happy and content.218 All was well, even 
with his parents, who, Weizmann noticed, had aged noticeably. In Pinsk 
Weizmann felt secure and appreciated, being looked up to as a success
ful scientist and man of the world. But everywhere the "Zionist mood 
[was] below zero," and the "mood of the Jews in our part of the world 
is terrible."219 As usual when in the Pale, his observation of life around 
him spoiled the happiness of being with his family. His letters from Pinsk 
are permeated with sadness and pessimism about the Zionist condition 
in Russia and the hopelessness of the Jewish fate there. Written in a spirit 
of utter dejection, his letters foresee doom and disaster:

I too am in low spirits, which has its cause in everything: in the oppressive 
atmosphere of Jewish life here, in the complete helplessness, in this state of 
constant alarm experienced by the Jews these days.

It is difficult to say anything definite about Zionism, which once upon a 
time was the bright light against the background of life in the Pale. Every
thing has become confused, tangled. The interregnum within the party has 
muddled young, untrained minds; and immature, unfortunate programs come 
into being together with organizations that are just as flimsy. These are not 
worth a penny, but have the negative value of leading the young generation 
astray . . . The new young ones occupy themselves with anything but 
Zionism . . . Many are agitating against Palestine—the majority of Poalei 
Zion . . . There is no leading thread, there are no leaders. Uganda and 
Kishinev, the bloody reality of the everyday life of Jews in the Pale, weigh 
heavily on everything, everything, everything . . -220
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Moshe, Chaim, and Shmuel Weizmann, Pinsk, 1902

He was now convinced that pro-Uganda forces had won the day. "If a 
Congress were now to be convened, the ratio would be not 295:178 but 
probably 400:50."221

Kishinev was very much on everyone's mind that Passover. During 
the first Seder the Weizmann family recalled their friend Peter Dashev- 
sky, who had attempted to assassinate the anti-Semitic publisher Pavel 
Krushevan and was now in the Yaroslav jail. "There was terrible wail
ing, fainting."222 It was a sad and memory-laden holiday that year. 
Weizmann was just as despondent after the holiday. The abject poverty 
he saw in Pinsk—ywith a handful of rich Jews who had adopted the "ar
rogant attitude of West European financial wizards toward their poor 
brethren with the lack of culture of the Pale"223—depressed him. But his 
attitude toward the miserable and oppressed Jews of the Pale had 
undergone a change. No longer did he describe what he saw with the 
arrogant self-assurance of a young student who had just returned from 
his first journey to Germany. Gone was the derogatory tone blaming the 
Jews of the Pale for their own misfortunes. Instead one detects a more
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Family group, Pinsk, April 1904

mature Weizmann who sought to understand his suffering brethren. His 
tone consisted of a mixture of anger at their fate, sadness, and compas
sion. Having returned from a walk around town, he wrote a moving let
ter to Vera that reflects his agitation and despair at what he had just wit
nessed.

There is no single animated face, not a single smile; all around there are 
only dead shadows. I wonder what keeps people alive! You see a small shop 
with three roubles' worth of merchandise, and a whole family has to live on 
the profits of such a ''business." Moreover, they have to live in fear of their 
lives and to experience all the horrors of Easter and similar festivals. All 
conversations turn around emigration, and all classes of society talk about 
it. Everybody is striving, but where to go? Entry to America is made diffi
cult, restrictive bills are being passed in England . . . Every personal joy is 
poisoned by the oppressive recollection of the surroundings. Even now I am 
not worried that I may have harder times before me—not at all, but the feel
ing that all the Jews are suffocating, including those near to me, gives me 
no peace.

Things are in a fine state when one has to be glad that a week has passed 
tranquilly, without any Jewish blood being shed. You can well imagine the 
psychology of people living permanently in such nervous tension. Of course 
I shall work, Verochka. I shall work wherever fate takes me, for only cruel 
egoists who have silenced any voice of honor and conscience in themselves 
can fail to work for the Jewish cause. I have met such people here as well: 
always satiated, always arrogantly self-satisfied, people who represent the 
nadir of demoralization. I do not understand what moral force has pre
vented the Jewish masses from attacking them. One is compelled to marvel 
at the great moral force that lives in the hungry Jew. In such conditions oth
ers would have turned into beasts long ago!224
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It is not clear what Weizmann meant by the brief reference to "harder 
times" that may await him. Perhaps he meant to contrast the financial 
worries that always plagued him—in this case, the impending termina
tion of the contract with Bayer—with the incomparably more cruel fate 
of those he observed. But the misery he saw only propelled him to work 
harder for the cause of the movement.

He was raring for action, awaiting only the conclusion of the GAC 
meetings in Vienna in mid-April. When he heard of the compromise res
olutions from newspaper reports, he was disappointed. The expedition 
to East Africa was to proceed in accordance with the congress resolu
tion, internal personal polemics were to cease, and the Kharkov de
mands were all but forgotten. Weizmann was convinced that this spelled 
the final capitulation of the regional leaders. "I think our people were 
simply outwitted . . . Our people have surrendered . . . The cause is 
lost. We, who have worked until now, are left without support and will 
have to wait for better times."225 These impressions were confirmed once 
he had gone to Minsk at Simon Rosenbaum's insistence.226 Under the 
circumstances, what sense did it make to go through with the Russian 
tour? He was still willing to undertake it, but there were no funds avail
able. He was disgusted and embarrassed once more at the way he had 
been treated by the regional leaders. "I held myself zur Verfuegung [at 
the service] of our comrades, but evidently my work will not be needed 
here now. I am leaving Russia with a broken heart . . Z'227 To Vera he 
wrote, "I intend to spare my nerves by leaving all this rumpus for a while, 
until better times, and really get busy with my own affairs. There is 
nothing for us to do in the present circumstances. One can only smash 
one's head against the Chinese Wall, which is what Zionism has be
come."228

He left Minsk for Geneva on April 22, reflecting on how useless his 
one-month sojourn in Russia had been. En route he met Ussishkin in 
Berlin, who once more cheered him up momentarily, so much so that 
Weizmann wrote to Ussishkin from Geneva about the possibility of es
tablishing a league of committed anti-Ugandists. He also reported that 
Chaim Bograchov and Ben-Zion Mossinson were on their way to Pales
tine on behalf of Ussishkin and Weizmann, where they planned to con
duct propaganda against the East Africa project and examine the possi
bilities of setting up a secondary school and a teachers' training college 
as first steps toward establishing a university.229

But in the meantime Weizmann had almost completed his arrange
ments to move to. England. Ever since his trip there in October, he had 
been in touch with Gaster and Evans-Gordon about employment oppor
tunities. Gaster had promised to speak to Charles Dreyfus, the manag
ing director of the Clayton Aniline Company in Manchester.230 Evans- 
Gordon consulted Sir William Ramsay, professor of chemistry at the 
University of London, and even looked into the possibility of Weizmann 
teaching at a high school.231 Weizmann made quite clear his own pref
erence for a university post at a level comparable to his Geneva position



The Uganda Controversy 203

of Privatdozent. His health was too delicate, he reminded Gaster, for fac
tory work.232 Gaster was pessimistic about obtaining an academic post 
("Eine Akademische Laufbahn ist somit ausgeschlossen"),233 but just prior 
to his departure for Russia on March 22, 1904, Weizmann wrote Gaster 
that he had received a letter from W. H. Perkin, Jr., professor of chem
istry at the University of Manchester, inviting him to work in his labo
ratory at Owens College. "Since Perkin is one of the foremost chemists 
in England, and since a great dye industry exists in Manchester, this 
combination strikes me as very advantageous even though I have to work 
at first on my own account."234 Replying on April 15, 1904, Gaster ad
vised Weizmann to gratefully accept the offer as the only way for him to 
build a future for himself in England.235 The Russian journey had finally 
made up Weizmann's mind. As he was about to return to Geneva, he 
informed Victor Jacobson, "I shall move away from Geneva. My per
sonal affairs have reached a stage that requires me to devote more of 
myself to chemistry for some time, and more intensively than before. I 
am going to live in Manchester, as I have been appointed assistant to 
Perkin . . Z'236

It would seem that Weizmann's decision was final, and that he had 
written to Perkin concerning the position in Manchester. Yet suddenly 
he was presented with an opportunity that might have changed the en
tire course of Ms life. The Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden, a German- 
Jewish organization founded in 1901 to improve the social and political 
conditions of Jews in Eastern Europe and the Orient, and guided by pro- 
German political objectives, was just about to inaugurate a teachers' 
training college in Jerusalem.237 The Hilfsverein was looking for a sci
ence teacher. "I would accept tMs post," Weizmann wrote to Ussishkin, 
"with great pleasure and would be ready to move to Palestine at once 
instead of going to England. Admittedly what they are offering is rather 
unsatisfactory: 2,400 frs. a year, but this is not important to me . . ." 
He appealed to Ussishkin to help him attain the post. "I would wish to 
find myself in such a position. I would feel myself the luckiest of mor
tals, and it seems to me that tMs would also be very beneficial for our 
cause."238 Weizmann also turned to Otto Warburg, who was on the ad
ministrative committee of the Hilfsverein, as well as to Buber for help in 
pushing through Ms candidacy. Both the position and the salary were 
much beneath his stature. He would have had little opportunity for re
search or for any significant promotion. Yet it is noteworthy that Weiz
mann was quite willing to compromise stature for a chance to settle in 
Palestine. In the end, he did not get the job, though rumors had already 
spread in Palestine that he was coming.239 Weizmann explained Ms re
jection by the fact that "The 'Hilfsverein' had earlier engaged a young 
man of 'their own,' and I failed to displace him, despite all Warburg's 
efforts and mine."240 That same day he wrote to Gaster, trying to cover 
the fact that he was rejected and completely distorting the facts. "I con
sidered the plan on the suggestion of Prof. Warburg, but have reached 
the conclusion that the school is still very much in its initial stages and
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has no need for m e/'241 In his memoirs Ephraim Cohn-Reiss, the prin
cipal of the college, wrote that Hirsch Hildesheimer and Willy Bambus, 
who had made the decision, refused to engage Weizmann because of 
"the impertinence of this young man, who was among the leaders of the 
factionists against Herzl."242 The real reasons for his rejection seem to 
lie in the fact that he was not sufficiently orthodox; the person ap
pointed was Joseph Karlebach, son of the rabbi of Luebeck. The most 
important element in his rejection, however, was the fact that Weiz
mann was well known as a Zionist. Hirsch Hildesheimer and Willy 
Bambus had early on dissociated themselves from Herzl and the Zionist 
movement;243 the engagement of so prominent a Zionist as Weizmann 
was bound to raise the ire of the anti-Zionist and non-Zionist members 
of the board of the Hilfsverein.

This incident sheds light on Weizmann's priorities during this period. 
The fact that he was willing to forego a much better offer in England and 
had jumped at the opportunity to teach in Jerusalem shows that despite 
his talk about the "hub of the world," England was only second best, 
and that Weizmann's pronouncements on work in Palestine were sin
cere. Yet his commitment to Palestine was not absolute. Unlike those who 
at that very moment were building the foundations of the Second Aliyah, 
(1904-14), Weizmann's immigration to Palestine was conditional on suit
able employment.

In his autobiography Weizmann explained his decision to move to En
gland:

My flight to England, in 1904, was a deliberate and desperate step. It was 
not, to be sure, real flight; it was in reality a case of reculer pour mieux sauter.
I was in danger of being eaten up by Zionism, with no benefit either to my 
scientific career or to Zionism. We had reached, it seemed to me, a dead 
point in the movement. My struggles were destroying me; an interval was 
needed before the possibilities of fruitful work would be restored. Achieving 
nothing in my public effort, neglecting my laboratory and my books, I was 
in danger of degenerating into a Luftmensch . . .  To become effective in any 
sense, I had to continue my education in chemistry and wait for a more pro
pitious time in the Zionist movement.244

The picture that emerges from this account—of a man who firmly and 
deliberately chose to move to England in order to further his scientific 
career and work constructively for the Zionist cause—has some support 
in Weizmann's correspondence during this period.245 Yet his decision to 
leave Geneva for England was less resolute than it appears in retrospect, 
and his motivations were more complicated than his twin concerns for 
chemistry and Zionism. Indeed, since July 1903 he considered England 
fertile soil for Zionist work as well as a place for permanent residence. 
Still, as late as mid-March 1904 he wrote Victor Jacobson, "Do you know 
that I have decided to leave Geneva? I want to move to a large center— 
probably London, but I would like to talk this over with our comrades 
. . ,"246 In fact, it was only after the failure of his campaign in Russia in
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the spring of 1904, when his Zionist comrades had let him down once 
more, that Weizmann seems to have made the final decision to move to 
England.247 As was mentioned earlier, even at that late date Weizmann 
would have still preferred a lowly position under the auspices of the 
Hilfsverein in Palestine to a potentially more promising career in Lon
don.248

Writing to Caroline Schuster some eight years after his arrival in En
gland, Weizmann explained that he was obliged to leave Geneva be
cause his mentor. Professor Carl Graebe, had announced his retirement 
and all his assistants were asked to leave. As a Jew he had no chance of 
finding a position in Germany or France and could find work only in 
England.249 In fact, Graebe only retired from the University of Geneva 
in 1906 at the age of sixty-five.250 That in 1904 Weizmann had no idea of 
Graebe's intention to leave Geneva is demonstrated by the fact that when 
Graebe announced his decision in the spring of 1906, Weizmann was taken 
by surprise.251 Presumably Weizmann could have retained his position 
in Geneva for at least two more years. This would have spared him the 
painful and prolonged separation from Vera, who still had to complete 
her medical degree. The evidence seems to suggest that Weizmann was 
eager to leave the Continent, preferably for Palestine, provided he could 
find a suitable position. Failing that, he opted for England. Thpugh by 
April 1904 he'had made a final decision, it was virtually forced upon him 
by his colleagues in both East and West. Why, in fact, was he so eager 
to leave?

Weizmann believed he had arrived at a "dead end" in his Zionist and 
professional career. All his projects had failed and he was disgusted with 
the state of the movement. In Western Europe he was marked as Herzl's 
opponent, and in the East Ussishkin did not yet admit him into Russian 
Zionism's inner circle. Moreover, he had been repeatedly snubbed and 
humiliated by his comrades on the Continent.252 To some degree his at
titude toward the Continental Zionists and the condition of the move
ment was affected by Ahad Ha'Am, who had retired from public Zionist 
activities a short while earlier, as had his friend Martin Buber.253 To some 
degree he may have been influenced by the general pressures and crisis
laden atmosphere which propelled many European Jews to uproot 
themselves from the Continent and seek securer havens in Palestine, 
England, or America. England seemed the most natural option from 
Weizmann's vantage point, being the last no-man's-land in Europe. Its 
Zionist organization was ineffective, and at least some of its pillars—for 
example, Moses Gaster—maintained a respectful and friendly attitude 
toward him; in fact, Gaster saw it as being in his own best interest to 
have Weizmann—a strong "Nay-Sayer" like himself—settle in England 
and provide the Haham with a much-needed reinforcement for his cause. 
With Caster's help he could become a prominent Zionist in England and 
move from the periphery to center stage of the World Zionist Organi
zation. Finally, Weizmann made up his mind—with Vera's strong back
ing -and urging254—not to depend on the movement for his livelihood;
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here, too, his attitude was similar to that of Ahad Ha'Am.255 His finan
cial resources in Geneva were drying up—the income from the Bayer 
Works had ceased and his erstwhile backer, Shriro, had withdrawn a 
promised retainer for research in petroleum chemistry. Almost thirty years 
old, Weizmann was deeply worried about his ability to support himself, 
his intended bride, and those of his siblings who still needed his finan
cial backing. His ambition now seems to have been to acquire an impor
tant academic position before moving to Palestine.256 It was, in fact, eas
ier for a Jew to ascend the academic ladder in Ehgland than on the 
Continent. Moreover, Weizmann was fully aware that his all-consuming 
Zionist activity in Geneva had adversely affected his research in chem
istry. What made this awareness more painful was the fact that despite 
this sacrifice he had little to show for it in terms of Zionist successes. 
Thus, he was determined to advance his professional career and achieve 
financial security. In sum, Weizmann's decision to move to England was 
not as resolute and decisive as he later claimed. It evolved over time, in 
response to forces over which he had little control. Once taken, though, 
he recognized the professional and public opportunities that lay ahead 
and did not fail to exploit them to the fullest. In fact, in England he did 
not—as he claimed in his autobiography—give up his Zionist activities. 
On the contrary, the first period in England is marked by very active 
Zionist work through which he attempted to penetrate the inner circles 
of the local Zionist leadership.257 It came to a halt only after he was 
snubbed and humiliated yet again by the Continental ironists in mid- 
August 1904.

A few days before his departure for England Weizmann took note of 
a debate in the British Parliament on the East Africa question. As he 
understood it, the debate confirmed what he had known since October 
1903, namely, that the government did not consider granting the Jews 
autonomy in East Africa. Weizmann's information was not fully accu
rate; he accepted at face value a parliamentary statement by the Under
secretary of State for Foreign Affairs that it was not England that had 
made the proposal to the Jews but rather the Jewish Colonial Trust that 
had applied for land in East Africa.258 This was, of course, a complete 
distortion of the facts.

Nevertheless, the debate that occurred in the House of Commons on 
June 20, 1904, is revealing and of importance to the history of Zionism 
prior to the Balfour Declaration.259 The debate took place on a motion to 
adjourn the House made by J. C. Wason to discuss "the danger to the 
peace of East Africa arising out of the steps now being taken, with the 
sanction of His Majesty's Government, for the establishment of an alien 
settlement in East Africa on lands now in the occupation of native pop
ulations."260

In the event, the motion was defeated and the House felt an obliga
tion to support the settlement of persecuted Jews. Yet the debate which 
ensued in the wake of Wason's motion illustrates the negative public
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sentiment toward Jewish immigration at that time. It also demonstrates 
the disagreements between policymakers in London and those who were 
entrusted with carrying out these policies—a conflict that was to haunt 
the entire period of the mandate. On the one hand, Chamberlain, the 
politician who was genuinely well disposed toward Zionism, had prac
tically thrust East Africa into Herzl's hands. However, as soon as he was 
out of office (September 1903), the staff of both the Colonial and Foreign 
offices did all they could to retreat from these promises. In both the El 
Arish/Sinai offer and the East Africa offer the local British officials, Cromer 
and Eliot, strongly resisted the politicians' demands for accommodation 
to Zionist aims. In both instances they could rely on their colleagues in 
the Colonial and Foreign offices to come to their aid and help whittle 
down promises made by a powerful politician.

Chamberlain had made the offer to Herzl in good faith, if hastily and 
without prior or proper consultation with his own officials.261 He could 
not have foreseen the havoc it would create within the Zionist move
ment. Though in the short term the East Africa project had plunged the 
Zionist movement into a crisis, it was conceived within the larger frame
work of long-term British interest in the Jewish people's return to the 
Holy Land, preferably in a manner and form that would benefit the stra
tegic concerns of the British Empire.262 Though the Uganda dffer se
verely affected Herzl's stature and health, his political instincts and 
strategies were, to a large degree, vindicated a decade and a half later. 
Ironically, it was Weizmann—Herzl's erstwhile opponent—who was in
strumental in this turn of events.

On July 3, 1904, Herzl died. Weizmann, like all Zionists and Jews 
everywhere, was saddened by the news. At a memorial meeting of the 
Hashahar Circle he and Zvi Aberson delivered eulogies.263 Herzl's death 
filled Weizmann with a mingled sense of leadership responsibility and 
guilt. He spoke of Herzl's death as a personal loss. More than ever be
fore he saw himself as personally responsible for the fate of the move
ment. "I have had to experience a heavy blow . . . the death of Herzl 
. . .  At this moment all the differences between us have disappeared, 
and I only have the image of a great creative worker in front of my eyes 
. . .  He has left us a frightening legacy . . .  I feel that a heavy burden 
has fallen on my shoulders . . ,"264

Some thirty to forty of Weizmann's friends saw him off at the train 
station as he was leaving Geneva for England. Common grief united them; 
they felt bereaved by the loss of Herzl. "When the train moved, cries of 
oid lo awdoh [our hope is not yet lost] rose and mixed with the weeping, 
and something snapped inside me. A line was drawn, a period of life 
came to its end . . ."265 On his way to England Weizmann stopped off 
in Paris and immediately went to visit Nordau.266 The conversation turned 
to Herzl's successor. Nordau explained why he would not undertake the 
leadership of the movement; one reason for his refusal was that the 
movement would not accept his gentile wife. It is more likely that he
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was unwilling to sacrifice His whole life to Zionism as Herzl had done. 
Although he gave Weizmann many compliments, he added, "But you 
are too young!" ("Sie sind aber zu jung!")267

Nordau's words cannot be taken too literally. Even had Weizmann been 
iriuch older, it is unlikely that he would have been among the prime 
contenders for Herzl's position. Rather, Nordau's statement can be 
understood simply as paying tribute to Weizmann's achievements within 
the World Zionist Organization. No one knew better than Weizmann that 
he had not yet secured a place among the first-rank leaders of the move
ment; after all, he had been put in his place too often by the regional 
leaders during the past ten months. At the same time, there is no doubt 
that his name had become a household word among active Zionists in 
both East and West. The press he received was not always favorable, but 
his initiatives, propaganda tours, and minor accomplishments did stir 
various groups to action, expedally among younger Zionists. During his 
years in Geneva he had developed as a first-rate propagandist and was 
a much-sought-after debater and speaker in Zionist gatherings. In the 
process of debating and lecturing to others, he developed his self-confi
dence and crystallized his own Zionist Weltanschauung, though he still 
deferred to those in authority—sometimes obsequiously—such as Moses 
Gaster, Nahum Sokolow, Victor Jacobson, and, of course, Menahem Us- 
sishkin.268 The possibility of Weizmann leading the movement at this stage 
of his career was negligible. But his visit to Nordau, Herzl's heir appar
ent, is significant and provides further testimony to his intense interest 
in power politics within the World Zionist Organization. At the same 
time, he was careful when reporting his conversation with Nordau to 
Aberson and Ussishkin, not to mention Nordau's reference to his own 
qualifications. He knew full well that the time was not yet ripe.269

The East Africa controversy molded Weizmann's Zionist thinking—at 
the age of thirty—into a form which did not change much later. He was 
now convinced, more than ever, that practical and cultural efforts were 
necessary in the Diaspora, but primarily in Palestine, and that diplo
matic maneuveurs—which he did not reject on principle—had to be 
combined with a systematic settlement in Palestine under the auspices, 
and with the help, of the World Zionist Organization. He was also con- 
viriced that the chasm between Eastern and Western Jewry had to be 
bridged if Zionism was to survive. Here, too, the Uganda controversy 
was a watershed in his Weltanschauung. He had blamed Herzl for the 
rift between East and West and saw himself as the healer and peace
maker, a notion of his that would finally take shape as "synthetic Zion
ism." In fact, in his own personality Herzl was able to bridge the differ
ences temporarily, and it was only after his death that the internal 
pressures within the movement became more extreme. But regardless of 
the facts, Weizmann's view of the events surrounding East Africa would 
shape and color his actions in the future. Lastly, taking his cue from Herzl, 
Weizmann was among the first to recognize that the movement's head
quarters had to be moved to the the world's political and financial center
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of power, namely, London. This would occur at a time when the English 
Zionist forces were still an insignificant factor in the movement as a whole.

Professionally Weizmann had come a long way. At the age of thirty 
he was a successful chemist with a growing list of patents and scientific 
papers to his credit, a man whose career was assured either in industry 
or at a university. In terms of personality, he did not yet seem to fully 
possess the self-assuredness of an adult—which explains his constant need 
to describe himself in terms more laudatory than the facts warranted. He 
was still given to enormous fluctuations of mood, most often experienc
ing feelings of inferiority and dejection, especially when slighted by 
someone whose opinion he valued. He possessed a capacity for great 
anger, which he sometimes found hard to control. At the same time, he 
was often submissive and self-effacing to those with whom he wanted 
to cuny favor; with his subordinates he was often impatient and high- 
strung. Indeed, he had an "unbalanced personality." Often he dis
played intellectual arrogance while at the same time showing compas
sion for the suffering Jews of Eastern Europe. By 1904 he was "a would- 
be leader very much aware of his spell-binding powers, who had re
cently been forced to realize that if he could attract a following, he still 
lacked the authority to retain it."270

Weizmann may have lacked authority in 1904, but he possessed other 
qualities that would propel him to a position of leadership within a dec
ade. He was not a man who formulated theoretical frameworks and hy
potheses, who constructed or, indeed, was even capable of constructing 
philosophical systems or breaking new ground in the world of ideas. 
Rather, he often took an idea formulated by others and developed it to 
its fullest potential, as in the case of the university project. Weizmann 
was primarily a man of action. He possessed unbridled energy and an 
almost incredible capacity for work on multiple projects simultaneously, 
supplemented by enormous willpower. Weizmann also possessed an acute 
ear and keen eye for changes in the movement. He had an open mind 
and the necessary flexibility—unlike Ussishkin, for example—which al
lowed him to change tack, make compromises, and, on occasion to do a 
complete turnabout. On the whole, he had the instincts of a bom poli
tician for judicious timing and incisive action. Within a very brief period 
he could identify a field of activity, map out a strategy for implementing 
the necessary tasks, and then plunge himself into them, carrying others 
along in his enthusiasm. His quick intelligence and firm grasp of human 
nature enabled him to find close collaborators, though more often than 
not he was disappointed that their zeal and devotion to the cause did 
not match his. His disillusionment with others was inevitable, since few 
had his capacity for perseverance and dedication. In addition, it was al
most impossible to work with a man who preferred to work alone and 
do things his own way. Weizmann was simply not a team man; this per
sonality trait often worked to his advantage, but occasionally it also 
backfired.

Above all, during his Geneva years Weizmann had made a firm com-
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mitment to work for the cause of Zionism and the Jewish people, to 
change their miserable and humiliating condition. He often spoke of this 
commitment as growing out of a feeling of noblesse oblige. He regarded 
it as cowardly, for those capable of doing the work, to shirk this respon
sibility. He had nothing but loathing and contempt for them. ''In such 
moments there arises in me a terrible hatred towards 'Jews' who turn 
away from Jewiy. I perceive them as animals, unworthy of the name homo 
sapiens."271 * .

During his Geneva years Weizmann's outward style of living had not 
altered much, the most perceptible change being that in the last year he 
had virtually ceased addressing and debating student groups. Otherwise 
he continued his work in the university, labored to get his various proj
ects off the ground, and spent many hours at the Café Landolt and the 
Café du Nord. Yet inwardly he felt that he had come to the end of a 
period, that he was on the threshold of new developments and oppor
tunities. As he made the psychological adjustment to wrench himself from 
the hub of his dreams and activities at 4, rue Lombard and the Conti
nent, he reviewed his four years in Geneva and could not help but feel 
nostalgic.272 Despite all the disappointments and frustrations, these were 
also productive years in his academic and Zionist development. Among 
his accomplishments he could count the help he had given in sustaining 
Swiss Zionist societies in Bern, Lausanne, Geneva, and Zurich;273 though 
most of his organizational projects had failed, they had helped raise the 
Zionist consciousness of dozens of young men and women. The Dem
ocratic Faction, for example, left a permanent mark in Zionist life as the 
first legitimate opposition party in the movement's history. In the pro
cess it also propelled a number of young Zionists into positions of prom
inence. These men and women injected a new vitality and élan during 
a critical period in the movement's history. They were the first to chal
lenge Herzl's autocratic rule, thus affirming the tradition of democracy 
to which the World Zionist Organization was committed. Weizmann's 
propaganda tours probably touched hundreds, if not thousands, of peo
ple in both East and West. He had come a long way. Though his esti
mate of himself may have been a bit less positive, by 1904 he was one 
of the most successful propagandists in the Zionist movement; a highly 
controversial figure, to be sure, but a man to be reckoned with. "When 
he arrived in England Weizmann's character was still rough-hewn, wait
ing to be shaped by destiny."274 As he left the Continent, Weizmann 
must have thought that England would be just another station in his life's 
journey. He could not have known then that in England he would en
counter a culture that would forever stamp his character. For nearly all 
the remaining years of his life England would be his physical and intel
lectual anchor.



X
New Beginnings

England in 1904 was hardly the hospitable country in which "a Jew might 
be allowed to live and work without hindrance, and where he might be 
judged entirely on his own merits"1—especially if that Jew came from 
Eastern Europe. The period after 1881 witnessed a mass immigration to 
England from Eastern Europe, which ended with World War I. During 
this period the size of the community increased from 65,000 to 350,000.2 
Its social composition was completely transformed by the mass of 
Yiddish-speaking, predominately orthodox immigrants. Whereas the ex
isting Anglo-Jewish population was moving into the suburbs, the new 
immigrants formed overcrowded ghettos in London's East End,3 Man
chester, Leeds, Liverpool, and Glasgow. While the established commu
nity sought an increased diversity in its occupations, the new immi
grants tended to concentrate on very few trades, such as tailoring, show 
business, and cabinetmaking.4 They also created their own network of 
Yiddish and Hebrew newspapers and fraternal societies (hevrot) as well 
as many small synagogues (minyanim).5

The middle-class Anglo-Jewish community sought to discourage the 
influx of immigrants, who were mostly Jews. This was not surprising, 
since it was the largest movement of aliens into the country for a century 
and coincided with periods of high unemployment. The gentile popu
lation was outraged.6 Charges were made that the Jews were working 
for low wages, doing piecework in filthy workshops, and that they lived 
in dangerously overcrowded accommodations.7 The anti-alien move
ment was largely led by conservative members of Parliament represent
ing East End constituencies, but they were also backed by a number of 
trade unions.8

In 1900 Herzl had already warned that immigration into Britain would 
constitute a danger to the Jews already there, as well as to those who 
might follow. For the latter would import "in their pitiful bundles the 
very thing they were fleeing from, namely, anti-Semitism."9 This warn
ing was fully justified, in view of the anti-alien agitation which had been 
growing in strength for more than a decade. As early as 1888 it was strong 
enough to call for the creation of a Select Committee appointed by the

211
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House, which issued its report in August 1889.10 The committee had col
lected a varied group of witnesses, ranging from parsons to trade union
ists, from employers to employees in bootmaking and tailoring, from 
doctors to sanitary inspectors, and from prominent English Jews to a rather 
■picturesque group of fifty aliens selected by Arnold White for their pe
culiarly depraved and destitute appearance; he paid them five shillings 
at a time to attend the committee meetings.11 The committee's main con
clusion was that "though the number is not sufficiently large to create 
alarm, the proportion of aliens to native population has been for many 
years, and is, on the increase . . . the better class of immigrants only 
arrive in transit to other countries, but the poorest and worst remain here. 
Though the immigrants are independent, industrious and frugal and rarely 
come upon the rates, they are very dirty and uncleanly in their habits, 
tend to work for long hours at low wages and crowd many Englishmen 
into pauperism."12 The committee, however, did not arrive at a firm 
conclusion in favor of legislation. It warned the House that there were 
grave difficulties in enforcing laws similar to those of the United States, 
and they were not prepared to recommend legislation at present. What 
they advised was the collection of better statistics and a careful monitor
ing of the situation.

The report on the committee was followed in 1890 by the expulsion of 
the Jews from such Russian cities as Moscow and Kiev and the ruthless 
enforcement of earlier oppressive decrees, which produced a sudden in
flux of 7,000 immigrants in 1891. But the rate of immigration fell back 
during the next decade to about 2,500 to 3,000 a year.13 Agitation against 
aliens, therefore, could not be maintained at a high level. Indeed, Israel 
Zangwill's Children of the Ghetto, which appeared in 1892 during the last 
Gladstone administration, had a positive effect in creating national sym
pathy for the poor Jewish immigrants. The Liberal government regarded 
opposition to alien legislation as part of its free-trade policy and merely 
ordered the Board of Trade to provide statistics on immigration. In July 
1894, however, the Conservatives, headed by Lord Salisbury, sought to 
embarrass the government by introducing a Private Member's Aliens Bill. 
This was the product of a parliamentary immigration committee com
posed of conservative M.P.s and organized by Howard Vincent and James 
Lowther. The Private Member's Aliens Bill got a second reading but died 
quietly after being blocked by the Liberal whips.14

The years 1889-1900 brought pogroms and harsh measures against the 
Jews of Rumania, and 1903 witnessed the Kishinev pogrom in Russia, to 
be followed by other outrages until 1906. These brutal blows to East Eu
ropean Jewry now brought a heavy stream of unorganized immigration 
to the British Isles, which reached its peak in the years 1905-6.15 At this 
point British unemployment figures were once more on the upswing. The 
parliamentary anti-aliens now began to renew their efforts. Their num
bers had been strengthened since 1900 by Conservative successes in East 
London, Tower Hamlets, Mile End, and other constituencies; these were 
all now represented by Conservative anti-alien members. Their spokes-
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man at the top of the Conservative hierarchy was Howard Vincent, 
chairman of the National Union of Conservative and Unionist Associa
tion from 1895 and vice-chairman of The British Brothers' League, the 
brainchild of Major William Evans-Gordon, William Stanley Shaw, Mur
ray Guthrie, and Howard Vincent. The major aim of The British Broth
ers' League, which was established in May 1901, was to prevent any fur
ther increase of destitute and undesirable aliens.16 Howard Vincent, who 
represented Sheffield Central, was fully backed by Evans-Gordon, who 
sat for Stepney.17 Those in Parliament defending immigration were headed 
by Sir Charles Dilke and C. P. Trevelyan, as well as two spokesmen for 
the Labour Party, John Bums and Keir Hardie. Winston Churchill, who 
had then joined the Liberal Party and had chosen northwest Manches
ter, also supported free immigration. In Parliament the Parliamentary 
Pauper Immigration Committee sent a letter signed by fifty-two M.P.s to 
the Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, demanding legislation, while Evans- 
Gordon moved an amendment to the address in 1902 recommending the 
establishment of a royal commission. The government finally gave way 
and set up a seven-man Royal Commission on Alien Immigration in 1902 
under Lord James, which sat for fourteen months and covered much the 
same ground as the Select Committee.18 One of the typical arguments 
concerning the aliens/Jews was presented before the hard-working com
mission.

The Aliens will not conform to our ideas, and, above all, they have no sort 
of neighborly feeling . . .  A foreign Jew will take a house, and he moves in 
on a Sunday morning, which rather, of course, upsets all the British people 
there. Then his habits are different. . .  He will use his yard for something. 
He will store rags there, perhaps—mountains of smelling rags, until the 
neighbors all round get into a most terrible state over it, or perhaps he will 
start a little factory in the yard, and carry on a hammering noise all night, 
and then he will throw out a lot of waste stuff . . . —it is all pitched out, 
and in the evening the women and girls sit out on the pavement and make 
a joyful noise, I have no doubt, and on the Sunday the place is very differ
ent to what the English are accustomed to. Most extraordinary sights are 
seen . . .19
The Royal Commission duly reported in August 1903 in favor of lim

ited restriction on immigration and the establishment of prohibited areas. 
One of its main arguments in favor of restriction was the deterrent effect 
of any legislation on potential immigrants. The government was quick 
to act.20 On February 2, 1904, the King's speech included a reference to 
a Government Aliens Bill, which, following the recommendations of the 
Royal Commission, provided a skeletal basis for Home Office regulation. 
It gave the Home Secretary power, through immigration officers, to pro
hibit without appeal the landing of any alien either convicted of an ex
traditable crime or associated with prostitution, or of bad character. He 
also had power to order the expulsion of any alien of a similar type. The 
Local Government Board was given the power to designate prohibited 
areas for aliens where overcrowding was proven to exist. Since it was
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introduced under the Ten-Minute Bill and opposed in the correspon
dence columns of the Times by the Permanent Secretary to the Home Of
fice, the government was obviously not fully committed to this policy. 
This is strongly supported by the fact that two months later it proposed 
that the bill should be sent to a grand committee, the one place where 
closure could not be applied. As a result, the bill could easily be choked 
or abandoned.21

Finally the bill was referred to a Committee of the whole House, and 
during this stage a very large number of amendments were accepted and 
a considerable number of concessions were made by the government. In 
particular, safeguards for religious refugees were built into the bill. These 
concessions were the result of pressure on Conservative M.P.s by the 
Jewish community. Another group of concessions, dealing with trans
migrants, came as a result of pressure from the big shipping lines. The 
committee stage was completed by July 10 and the bill was given its third 
reading by 193 to 103 on July 19, 1905.22 The royal assent was obtained 
after an uneventful passage through the House of Lords on August 10, 
in time to present the bill to the public as part of the Conservatives' elec
tion manifesto in the Christmas election. On January 1, 1906, the Aliens 
Act went into force.

When Weizmann arrived in London in July 1904, the campaign against 
the immigration of aliens/Jews was at its height. He could not but be 
impressed by the multitude of economic, social, and political arguments 
against the immigrants, which were sustained by stereotypes permeat
ing all levels of British society.23 It may have occurred to him that the 
Swiss treatment of aliens was much more humanitarian than that which 
he encountered in Britain. Yet he was personally not touched by, nor 
did he comment on, this hostility toward the same group with which he 
was intimately linked through common geographic origin, family ties, 
religion, and language. He had in the meantime transcended its cultural, 
social, and educational barriers. Moreover, he had highly marketable skills 
in a field in which he had already begun to make his mark and arrived 
in England with excellent references. He had powerful and influential 
connections in England, including, ironically, Evans-Gordon, who was 
doing his best to bar Weizmann's brethren from entering England. He 
even had some money to tide him over the first difficult period of ad
justment. In short, his move to England was not as risky for his career 
as it may have seemed at first glance. With hard work and a reasonable 
amount of goodwill on the part of his friends, he possessed at least the 
basic ingredients for success. Neither in 1904 nor later is there any evi
dence to suggest that Weizmann suffered from anti-Semitism, either 
personally or in his professional life.24

Weizmann arrived in London on Sunday, July 10, 1904, and boarded 
with the Van Gelder family at 22 Gfosvenor Road.25 He immediately at
tempted to make contact with some of his more important acquain
tances. First among them was Moses Gaster, the Haham, who was to re
turn the following day from Vienna, where he attended HerzTs funeral.26
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For some time to come the rabbi would act as Weizmann's-patron, ad
viser, and financial backer.27 The clash of personalities between them 
would come to the fore only after Weizmann was no longer fully depen
dent on the rabbi's goodwill. For now he was eagerly awaiting Caster's 
return. London, in Weizmann's opinion, was bound to be a major Zi
onist center. If he played his cards right, he could assume an important 
role with Caster's aid.28

Gaster was highly cultured and intellectually superior to many of those 
contending for Zionist leadership in England. But he was also pugna
cious and willful, arrogant and easily offended.29 In some ways he was 
similar to Ussishkin without the latter's personal authority and institu
tional backing. As the leading practical and cultural Zionist in England, 
he was engaged in a pitched battle with Herzl's local supporters, who 
included Leopold Greenberg, Israel Zangwill, and Joseph Cowen.30 In 
truth, it was a tempest in a teacup, since the English Zionist Federation 
in 1904 was a rather sorry affair, with very little popular backing even 
from the East European immigrants and a splintered leadership at the 
top.31 It was into this organization that Weizmann would pour much of 
his energies over the next ten years.

The origins of the English Zionist Federation can be traced back to the 
Hovevei Zion societies founded in the wake of the pogroms in Russia in 
1881-82. The first such groups were founded in Leeds and Manchester 
in 1883.32 Two years later the short-lived Palestine Colonisation Associ
ation was founded;33 in 1887 some younger elements founded the Ka- 
dimah Society, which boasted 150 members at the height of its activities, 
only to be weakened by a split in its ranks in 1888.34 Finally, the Hovevei 
Zion Association of Great Britain held its first public meeting at the Jew
ish Working Men's Club in East London on May 31, 1890. This associa
tion had the support not only of the East European masses of the East 
End but also of Samuel Montagu, who was then M.P. for Whitechapel, 
Lord (Nathan) Rothschild, Sir Benjamin Cohen, and Sir Joseph Sebag- 
Montefiore, as well as Rabbis Hermann Adler and Moses Gaster and the 
Reverend Simeon Singer.35 The driving force in the association was an
other solid West Ender, Colonel Albert Edward Goldsmid, whose ad
ministrative skills and innovations did much to win the organization at
tention and new members.

These seemed to be auspicious beginnings. In fact, the activities of the 
Hovevei Zion Association moved at a crawling pace and were confined 
to intermittent support of Palestinian settlements or speech making on 
festive occasions. Its most important practical achievements included the 
publication, in 1894, of a quarterly journal called Palestina and the pur
chase of twenty-four thousand acres of land in the Golan, but the aims 
of the association were philanthropic in nature and its membership never 
amounted to more than two thousand.

Another achievement was the fact that the British Hovevei Zion had 
established early on a tradition of contacts with their government—a de
parture from most other Hovevei Zion societies on the Continent. Ini-
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tially Theodor Herzl received a cordial response to his ideas among the 
Anglo-Jewish establishment—primarily due to the efforts of Israel Zang- 
will—and he first outlined his ideas before the prestigious and elitist 
Maccabean Club on November 24, 1895.36 Three months later, at the in
vitation of Asher Myers, the editor of The Jewish Chronicle, Herzl de
scribed his program publicly, even before the publication of Der Juden- 
stoat.37 Disappointed by the lukewarm response he received from the 
Anglicized Jews as well as from some of the Hovevjei Zion, Herzl turned 
to the masses on his next visit to England, in July 1896, where he was 
received enthusiastically in the East End.38 His earliest supporters in
cluded the Haham Moses Gaster, Israel Zangwill, Jacob De Haas, Leo
pold Kessler, Joseph Cowen, and Leopold Greenberg. The London Hove- 
vei Zion, on the other hand, were much cooler to Herzl's plans.39 There 
were no official delegates from England at the First Zionist Congress.

A few months elfter the first congress, the British Hovevei Zion de
cided to join forces with the World Zionist Organization. At a confer
ence held at Clerkenwell Town Hall, in north London, delegates from 
twenty-seven Hovevei Zion "tents" and an assortment of dose to twenty 
Zionist sodeties met on March 6, 1898, and adopted the Zionist pro
gram.40 Failing to reach an agreement on their relationship to the World 
Zionist Organization, the delegates created a subcommittee. After months 
of controversy, the subcommittee dissolved itself, having failed to unite 
all Hovevei Zion groups in Great Britain. Herzl's supporters therefore 
established their own English Zionist Federation (EZF) on January 22, 
1899,41 with Sir Frands Abraham Montefiore as its first president. Other 
officers of the English Zionist Federation induded Moses Gaster, Leo
pold Greenberg, Herbert Bentwich, Joseph Cowen, and Jacob De Haas.42 
By 1902 the Hovevei Zion Assodation had lost its raison d'être and gone 
out of existence. On the whole, the English Zionist Federation remained 
an ineffective body during the first years of its existence. Its West End 
leaders shied away from the inflammatory politics and noise of the East 
End masses, and it felt itself too weak to challenge the established Anglo- 
Jewish community for control of communal resources and institutions. It 
became a more effective force only after the Kishinev pogrom and the 
communal debate it engendered, but it never did gain much ground in 
its attempt to conquer the community. As late as 1902 the Zionists could 
claim the active support of no more than 4.5 percent of the entire Anglo- 
Jewish population.43

The English Zionist Federation, which was bom out of internal strife, 
continued to be plagued by internecine rivalry. When Weizmann arrived 
in England in the summer of 1904, the English Zionist Federation was 
experiencing a severe crisis. The dual impact of the East Africa trauma, 
which divided Zionists everywhere, and the very strong clash of person
alities in England, left the federation divided, listless, and ineffective.44 
The most harmful personal clash took place between Leopold Greenberg 
and Moses Gaster as early as 1902, when they debated the usefulness of 
Herzl's appearance before the Royal Commission on Alien Immigration,
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but it was the East Africa question which exacerbated their relationship, 
since Gaster was the most prominent opponent of the scheme in En
gland. Henceforth the two continued to quarrel over personal as well as 
substantive Zionist issues and organized coteries of supporters around 
them.45 The internal rivalry within the English Zionist Federation mir
rored the conflicts within the movement in general, with Greenberg rep
resenting the "political" Zionists and Gaster the "practicals." It was in 
this atmosphere of conflict that Weizmann had to carve out a role for 
himself, with one eye on broader events within the World Zionist Or
ganization and the other on affairs within the English Zionist Federa
tion.

Within a fortnight after his arrival in England, Weizmann was warmly 
received and was even courted by all the leading Zionists of London, a 
fact which clearly flattered his self-esteem. Indeed, given the state of the 
movement in England, he would have been an important asset to either 
of the warring camps. Leopold Greenberg, Israel Zangwill, and Joseph 
Cowen, who made the overtures, surely knew that on substantive Zi
onist issues Weizmann did not belong in their "political" camp, but they 
could attempt to keep him from actively joining Moses Gastevs efforts 
and thus neutralize the Haham. This tactic had little chance of success. 
Both Weizmann and Gaster were allied in their opposition to the East 
Africa project/ Thus, they had slowly built up an affinity for one an
other, and it was natural for Weizmann to first turn to Gaster upon ar
rival in England. During his first years in England Weizmann treated the 
Haham as he had previously treated Motzkin and Ussishkin, namely, with 
deference often bordering on self-effacement. Gaster, who was not very 
popular in Zionist circles, could, for his part, use Weizmann's friendship 
and suppft>rt as well as the latter's wide contacts in Western and Eastern 
Europe.

On the day Gaster returned from Herzl's funeral, Weizmann went to 
see him at his home in the well-to-do suburb of Maida Vale.46 Their con
versation, which lasted four hours, covered the entire political constel
lation within the Zionist movement. More than ever, Weizmann was 
convinced that Gastevs primary aim was to get elected to the Grosses 
Aktions-Comité and then to take over the leadership of the World Zi
onist movement.47 The following day, July 13, Weizmann attended the 
memorial service for Herzl which took place in the Great Synagogue un
der the aegis of the English Zionist Federation.48 Later that day he went 
to see Evans-Gordon, who must have viewed Weizmann as an ally in 
his own campaign to keep immigrants from British shores and was thus 
eager to help. He promised to secure Weizmann an appointment with 
Earl Percy, the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Af
fairs, and Sir Clement Hill, the Superintendent of the African Protecto
rates. On July 14 Weizmann summed up his first impressions of Lon
don's Zionists in a long report to Ussishkin. The West End Zionists— 
Cowen, Greenberg and Bentwich—were dismissed in a sentence or two. 
But he did not spare those resident in Whitechapel either, displaying once



218 Chaim Weizmann

more his distaste for the hapless masses. "Except for a small group of 
dean, honest and educated leaders, there are only the plebs, in the worst 
meaning of the word . . . " 49 Among the "honest and educated lead
ers" he counted Dov Aberson (the brother of his Geneva friend Zvi 
Aberson), Kalman Marmor, and Uriah Moonitz; all three were assod- 
ated with left-wing Zionist causes and had been dose to the affairs of 
the Democratic Faction. Turning to an elitist solution for the woes of the 
English Zionist Federation, he now urged Ussishkin to allocate five 
hundred rubles for the purpose of publishing a paper, presumably to 
promote the cause of the Nein-Sager within the English movement.50

His keen political sense, however, cautioned him to at least keep in 
touch with the ideological opposition. Though he belonged to the camp 
of the unyielding Ussishkin, Weizmann adopted a carefully controlled 
political stance which afforded him maximum leverage in the warring 
Zionist camps. As a stranger working in the English environment, this 
was a prudent course which served Weizmann well. In a second letter 
to Ussishkin, written three days after the first, he reported on a meeting 
with Cowen, Greenberg, and Sir Frands Montefiore. He described Mon- 
tefiore as "a puppet who can be maneuvered at will." Behind him were 
the real actors:

Cowen is an honest man but very weak and, I think, completely under 
the influence of Greenberg, who conceals his cards and is as sly as the 
devil . . .

Personal tactics . . .  I have dedded for the time being to hold myself in 
reserve. Each side is trying to drag me in, but with such a constellation one 
can easily commit political suidde. Moreover I am disgusted with these 
gentlemen, for they are not thinking of the cause, merely of power . . .  I 
have no wish to become a member of this pack. The centre of gravity fs where 
you are. You ought to know this. You should also be aware that I shall have 
great influence out here so long as you support me. All these gentlemen are 
consdous of this . . .51
Weizmann obviously enjoyed being courted by the various factions of 

the English Zionist Federation; he was not used to this kind of treatment 
on the Continent. He delighted just as much in being able to reject the 
various overtures with an air of superiority. Ussishkin probably chuck
led while reading the reports of his junior colleague aind following his 
tactical moves. Weizmann must have seemed less than genuine, pro
testing, on the one hand, that he wanted to keep out of intrigues and 
pretending to be neutral, while on the other, making the rounds among 
the factions and at heart already an enemy of Greenberg, "the Jewish 
Chamberlain," as he nicknamed him,52 and waiting for the right political 
opportunities. For a man who wanted to serve as a bridge" and a peace
maker, he behaved most peculiarly. His claim, later in life, that during 
this period he had decided to curtail his Zionist activities53 is hardly borne 
out by the almost feverish Zionist activity that characterized his first 
fortnight in London. On the contrary, the whole tone of his Fust report 
to Ussishkin bespeaks a man who is more than ready to plunge into Zi-
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onist affairs at a moment's notice; characteristic of the report is one of 
its concluding paragraphs: "One feels that a terrible burden has fallen 
on our shoulders. Herzl left a terrible legacy, but now less than ever is 
there time for tears. Einigkeit macht stark. I repeat once again: I am en
tirely at your disposal."54

Weizmann's great opportunity seemed to materialize on July 25, when 
he met Earl Percy in the House of Commons and Sir Clement Hill at the 
Foreign Office. Then, and in later years, Weizmann made much of these 
meetings, claiming that they had contributed to a defeat of the Uganda 
proposal.55 In his memoirs Weizmann described his meetings with Lord 
Percy: "He . . . expressed boundless astonishment that the Jews should 
even so much as have considered the Uganda proposal, which he re
garded as impractical, on the one hand, and, on the other, a denial of 
the Jewish religion. Himself deeply religious, he was bewildered by the 
thought that Jews could even entertain the idea of any other country than 
Palestine as the center of their revival; and he was delighted to hear from 
me that there were so many Jews who had categorically refused . . Z'56 
It comes as no surprise that in hindsight Weizmann probably exagger
ated Percy's negative views on East Africa, but it was quite true that the 
latter was opposed to the East Africa project.

The interviews with Lord Percy and Sir Clement Hill were mdst prob
ably conducted in French. Immediately after they took place Weizmann 
summarized both interviews and sent them to Percy and Hill on July 26, 
asking that they change and amend those passages they deemed inac
curate.57 Weizmann's memorandum (also written in French) to Percy re
corded the following:

. . .  I asked His Excellency to be good enough to tell me, if possible, the 
limits of the territory [in East Africa], and particularly to inform me of the 
political conditions under which colonization could be effected . . .

His Excellency replied that the principal conditions were already set out 
in the letter addressed by Lord Lansdowne to the congress and signed by 
Sir Clement Hill.

I objected that since the details are not precise, people had interpreted 
Lord Lansdowne's letter in several different ways, and that it was only after 
the reply given by His Excellency in the course of recent debates in Parlia
ment that many of the details were clarified.58 For example, the question of 
autonomy is still unsettled.

His Excellency then replied that there could certainly be no question of 
Jewish autonomy, but one of "local government" at the most. As to details 
and the publication of documents, it is necessary to wait for the report of 
the expedition [to East Africa] . . .

I had the honor of declaring that all Zionists (despite differences of opin
ion) are profoundly grateful to the government for having supported the idea 
of Jewish colonization under English protection, but that in this case the 
majority of Zionists consider the movement as a national rebirth of the peo
ple of Israel, and one which consequently could not take place elsewhere 
than in the Holy Land. The rebirth will either take place in Palestine or not 
at all.
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His Excellency wished to explain to me that the English government cer
tainly had the best of intentions of doing something for the persecuted Jews, 
but considered the colonization of Africa as something incompatible with the 
Zionist idea and Israel's aspirations to nationhood. Taking into account also 
the objections of the indigenous population, as well as the energetic protests 
raised in England against the establishment of a Jewish colony in Africa, the 
government felt that the African project would only give rise to ari anti-Jew- 
ish movement, which would be very regrettable.59

Percy recommended Weizmann to Sir Clement Hill, who explained to 
Weizmann the exact location of the territory in question:

. . . The territory in question . . .  is entirely on the far side of the railway 
by which all the necessary transportation for colonization would be made at 
very high rates. Colonization will be extremely costly and final success is 
very doubtful. One must add here that the English government takes no 
responsibility for the protection of the colonists against the natives, who, 
said Sir Clement, are all against you. All these points being agreed upon by 
the English government and the Zionist agent [Greenberg].

In my opinion, said Sir Clement, the only result would be a Jewish colo
nization similar to that of Argentina. There the actual condition of the proj
ect differed profoundly from its interpretation among Zionists.

If I were a Jew, added Sir Clement, I should absolutely oppose such a 
project. As a Zionist one has nothing to look for in Africa.60
The summaries suggest that Weizmann steered the conversation in a 

direction that led both statesmen to express themselves negatively on East 
Africa. They also show that both did not need too much prodding.

It is clear, though, that Clement Hill and Earl Percy were taken aback 
by Weizmann's memoranda to them. Hill wrote the following in min
utes that were attached to Weizmann's memorandum: "Lord Percy, I did 
not know I was being 'interviewed' and propose to ask Dr. W. to omit 
the passages I have put in brackets. Hill." Lord Percy replied, "Yes, I 
did not understand I was being 'interviewed' either . . ."61 Yet it is clear 
that both took Weizmann seriously, and that he had made an impres
sion on them. Moreover, both took the trouble to reply to him on Au
gust 4, 1904, suggesting some deletions in his memoranda.62 Their 
amendments were, on the whole, minor and simply toned down the 
negative attitude of the two British officials to the East Africa scheme. 
Hill, for instance, requested that Weizmann delete a passage which con
tained the following two sentences: "If I were Jewish, added Sir Clem
ent, I would oppose such a project absolutely. For a Zionist there is 
nothing to look for in Africa."63

It is understandable that Hill and Percy wanted on record a more 
moderate official version of their conversations with Weizmann, but it is 
just as significant that in their replies they did not actually challenge the 
basic content and spirit of his memoranda.64 Both were hostile to Zionist 
settlement in East Africa. Their own official minutes—especially those of 
Lord Percy—compiled the day after their interview with Weizmann, am
ply confirm this fact. Lord Percy recorded:
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The section of the Zionists whom Weizmann represents are opposed to the 
scheme, though grateful to the British government, because they think the 
African colony will be a fixture and not a "halfway house" to Palestine, and 
that money spent on it will therefore be devoted to frustrate the return 
movement . . .

I thought it well to point out to him that we should probably expect any 
colonists in Africa to be men with some capital behind them and not merely 
destitute aliens . . . from the point of view of British interests I did not sup
pose we should care to go on with the scheme if the Jews themselves were 
lukewarm about it, as the desire to meet their views had been one of our 
principal motives. He is impressed with the impolicy of risking anti-Semitic 
feeling in a British colony and is obviously hostile to the whole project.65

Lord Lansdowne, Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, added the fol
lowing sentence to Lord Percy's minutes: "We shall be fortunate if the 
project falls through."66 This sentiment no doubt reflected the general 
feeling of the government. A few days later Lord Percy supplemented 
his minutes with his letter to Weizmann and reiterated his view that the 
British government "had no particular reason to desire the establish
ment of a Jewish colony if the Jews themselves no longer wished for it. 
It was obviously not popular with the British residents out there and we 
should have no difficulty in disposing of the land to other settlers if the 
present scheme was abandoned . . ."67

Though he may have projected his own negative feelings toward East 
Africa onto Percy and Hill, there is little doubt that Weizmann must have 
sensed their own desire to retreat from the scheme. Possibly nonverbal 
communication which he picked up at the interviews strengthened his 
impressions. In any case, he had some reason to be proud when re
marking, in a letter to Ussishkin alluding to Herzl's style of diplomacy, 
"As you see, we can have our own diplomacy, without spectacular ef
fect, but more solid . . .  if only it were possible to strike roots here . . . 
then there is no doubt about the possibility of influencing English public 
opinion in our favor."68 After all, Weizmann represented no official body 
in the Zionist movement. He himself admitted that he had "assumed 
the role of some kind of self-styled diplomat of the Russian Zionists to 
the British Government."69 The interviews with Percy and Hill were, in 
the last analysis, of no great consequence. They may have only con
firmed Percy and Hill's resolve to oppose the idea of Jewish autonomy 
in East Africa; they did not provide Weizmann with significant new in
formation, though he himself evaluated them differently.70 If he had 
planned to show that Greenberg had overstepped his authority in deal
ing with the British, this too proved to be an incorrect assumption; 
Greenberg had merely been Herzl's faithful messenger. Yet the inter
views provide a clue to Weizmann's style and personality: They disclose 
his penchant for acting on his own without proper authority, while giv
ing the impression that he is speaking in the name of a larger body,71 as 
well as his . desire to deal with the most authoritative figures he could 
reach. tike Herzl, he approached gentiles in a self-assured and unapol-
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ogetic manner.72 These were traits he would subsequently develop more 
fully to great advantage, when he was already a man of great scientific 
achievements and some standing within the Zionist movement. Indeed, 
it was no minor accomplishment that Weizmann, a foreigner who, in July 
1904, had just stepped off the boat and hardly spoke the English lan
guage,73 could obtain and follow through on interviews with two impor
tant members of the British government. Possibly the long-range impli
cation of the interviews was that already during «his first meetings with 
British politicians Weizmann sensed "that we are in a position to obtain 
help from the British Goverment (in a most positive way) for our Pales
tine aims, and I can show how."74 Perhaps they provided him with the 
feeling that, given the right opportunities, he could successfully negoti
ate with politicians.

Three days after his first venture in "high diplomacy,"75 Weizmann 
arrived in Manchester. His decision to move there had not been an easy 
one.76 He was determined to make the choice on the basis of the best 
career opportunities available to him. Possessed of a keen eye, three days 
after arriving in England he remarked, ". . . first of all I have to put 
some order into my own affairs. Until then I will be unable to do any
thing. One has to have standing here."77 Professor William Perkin had 
already suggested in the spring that Weizmann come to Manchester, but 
Weizmann also had a letter of introduction from Graebe to Sir William 
Ramsay, professor of chemistry at the University of London, a re
nowned chemist who received the Nobel Prize in 1904.78 Weizmann was 
not about to let this opportunity go unexplored. The problem was that 
London was not as informal as Geneva; he had written to Ramsay soon 
after his arrival in London, formally requesting an interview. He had also 
written to Perkin in Manchester. Until they both responded, he was on 
pins and needles. Meanwhile, he reasoned that, all things being equal, 
he would prefer staying in London.79

On July 18 he finally met Ramsay, who promised to do everything 
possible to secure Weizmann a paying job at the University of London. 
Considering the fact that this was already the middle of the summer, 
Ramsay's interest in Weizmann is ample indication that he was im
pressed by the young man's credentials and Graebe's letter of recom
mendation. However, upon returning to his lodgings Weizmann found 
a letter from Perkin, who had just arrived in London.80 After meeting 
Perkin the following day Weizmann was in a position to coolly weigh 
both offers. Possibly he informed both professors of the competing in
vitations he had and of the fact that they were both bidding for him. In 
any case, Perkin couched his offer in a much less tentative form. As 
Weizmann related, "Perkin . . . said that if I did some good work by 
Christmas I would be able to secure a Fellowship . . . and for a capable 
man there is definitely a future. He gave an understanding that I would 
have students . . .  He offered me a laboratory for the vacation, a room 
of my own and on Thursday week I can start work . . . The laboratory 
in Manchester is brand new and, Perkin says, better than in London. I
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haven't made up my mind yet. I shall talk it over with Gaster tomorrow 
and then decide . . ."81 A day later he was already leaning toward 
Manchester, explaining, "Ramsay promised me almost the same thing, 
but in a somewhat less positive way, and I prefer Manchester, the more 
so as the University is brand new there and very well appointed. It 
has an excellent laboratory and library, the climate is better [sic!], the 
town cheaper and one can always move to London if the opportunity 
arises . . ."82 The opportunity to start work at once clearly made 
Manchester more attractive. The day after he met with Perkin he con
sulted Gaster, who concurred that Manchester was more promising;83 
moreover, the Haham had many contacts in the dty through his involve
ment as honorary vice-president of the newly built Victoria Memorial 
Jewish Hospital. He would be only too pleased to use his contacts there 
to Weizmann's advantage. Until Christmas Weizmann was to work in 
Perkin's laboratory without pay,84 so the problem was only how to make 
ends meet until then. Once again his luck held out. His brother-in-law, 
Chaim Lubzhinsky, promised to support him until he could draw a reg
ular salary.85 All in all, it was not a bad arrangement; it would give him 
time to settle in properly in the laboratory and improve his English be
fore he met his first dass. Almost in passing Weizmann noted, "I bought 
myself some English books to read, including the Bible, Macaulay and 
Gladstone's speeches."86

In 1904 it seemed to Weizmann that from a Zionist point of view 
Manchester had little to offer in comparison with London; his dedsion 
to move to Manchester was based on his firm resolve to improve his 
standing as a chemist. Weizmann's belief that "standing" was a prereq
uisite for useful public activity tipped the scales in favor of Manchester. 
Less than a week earlier he had declared, in a letter to Ussishkin, his 
strong desire to live in London at all costs so that he could better serve 
the Zionist cause.87 He knew well that this is what Ussishkin wanted to 
hear, but no sooner did the offer from Perkin materialize than he began 
to rationalize the move to Manchester from a Zionist point of view as 
well: "The local [London] Zionists, with very few exceptions, are idiots. 
The intellectual element is entirely non-existent. In general, this is char
acteristic of England as a whole. In Manchester I shall probably live in a 
'chemical' circle; that doesn't worry me, though of course it is a depri
vation . . Z'88

Manchester was obviously not Weizmann's first choice, but from a 
professional point of view Owens College and the dty7s other industrial 
and chemical resources were as good a place as he could pick.89 The 
University of Manchester was the first of a group of English universities 
which were founded in the latter part of the nineteenth and early twen
tieth centuries. For six centuries Oxford and Cambridge held a monop
oly on university education, but by the middle of the nineteenth century 
this situation began to change. The two andent universities had catered 
to a certain well-defined dass, but now the demand for education was 
more widespread. Oxford and Cambridge were universities of the An-
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glican church, fenced in by strict tests, but Nonconformity had greatly 
increased and Nonconformists wanted proper education for their sons 
and daughters. Also, due to the industrial revolution there had been a 
great population shift to the north, making Oxford and Cambridge dif
ficult to reach and expensive to live in.

Plans for a university in Manchester were in the air as early as the 
1820s and 1830s, but the first effective step was taken by a private citi
zen, John Owens, a Manchester merchant. Upon his death in 1846 he 
bequeathed a large sum of money toward the foundation of a college. It 
was stipulated as a fundamental principle that there were to be no reli
gious tests in the admission of students. Owens College was opened in 
1851 but did not flourish until the 1870s. The college could not confer 
degrees and students had to sit for examinations at the University of 
London. In 1875 a pamphlet was issued advocating the institution of a 
University of Manchester. Initially, however, there was the institution of 
a federal university with constituent colleges, of which Manchester was 
the first. It was established as Victoria University in 1880.90 The univer
sity existed side by side with Owens College until Owens College was 
incorporated with the university on June 24,1904, to form the University 
of Manchester.91

When Weizmann arrived in Manchester in 1904, the university boasted 
a student body of some twelve hundred92 and an excellent faculty, es
pecially in the sciences. Chemistry had been one of the first subjects to 
be taught at Owens College by Professor Edward Frankland, who estab
lished his reputation through his work on the structure of carboxylic adds, 
on the attempted isolation of alkyl radicals, and on the general concep
tion of molecular structure. His successor was Henry Roscoe, who was 
best known for his isolation of the metal vanadium and the disentan
gling of its chemistry. Although Roscoe's field lay in inorganic chemis
try, in 1874 he helped create England's first chair in organic chemistry, 
which was occupied by Carl Schorlemmer until his death in 1892.93 Ros
coe, who resigned his own chair in 1886, was succeeded by Harold Baily 
Dixon, a pioneer in combustion chemistry and safety in mines. Schor
lemmer was succeeded by William Henry Perkin, who had made the of
fer to Weizmann.

Perkin was the eldest son of William Henry Perkin, whose major dis
covery was mauve (known also as Tyrian purple, or aniline purple), the 
first synthetic dyestuff; the event occurred when he was a mere eighteen 
(1856). This discovery gave impetus to a new coaltar dyestuffs indus
try.94 It so happened that in 1868 the German chemists Graebe and Lie
bermann announced that they had synthesized alizarin, the natural, 
coloring matter of madder; their process, however, was too expensive to 
be of more than scientific interest, and again it was Perkin who worked 
out new methods to manufacture alizarin with the aid of coal tar prod
ucts. His son, William Henry Perkin, had studied in London, at the Uni
versity of Wuerzburg, and at the University of Munich under Adolf von 
Bayer. He was very much influenced by von Bayer and himself became
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almost the archetypal German professor: cultured, fond of walking hol
idays in the Alps, and devoted to a rather narrow field of research. His 
work was concerned almost exclusively with the elucidation of the struc
tures of natural products by degradation and synthesis.9?

Perkin, Weizmann's new mentor at the University of Manchester, was 
no doubt intrigued by the fact that Weizmann, who had studied under 
Liebermann and Graebe, was concerned with the same field of research 
as his father. Sir William Henry Perkin.96 In addition, both Perkin and 
Weizmann had studied in Germany, and though Weizmann had no di
rect contact with Adolf von Bayer, he did sell his first patent to the Bayer 
Works. Such biographical coincidence may have played a role in Per
kin's offer to Weizmann;97 the fact is that he received Weizmann with 
open arms and expressed confidence in the young man's abilities.98 
However, it was not blind faith alone that motivated him. When he ar
rived in Manchester Weizmann had to his credit, in addition to his ex
cellent dissertation, three papers and five patents.99 Perkin clearly viewed 
Weizmann as someone who could strengthen the rather neglected sub
ject of organic chemistry at the University of Manchester as well as 
someone with whom he could collaborate on occasion.

The first sight of Manchester itself must have been quite a shock to 
Weizmann as he came off the train on the morning of July 28. TW drab
ness and griminess of this northern city, with a population of close to 
three quarters of a million people,100 stood in sharp contrast to the se
rene beauty and clean air of Geneva and the majestic and cosmopolitan 
nature of London. Yet Manchester—often referred to as "Cotton
opolis"—was a rich industrial dty which offered many opportunities for 
those with energy and enterprise. At the turn of the century Manchester 
was an urban prototype; in many respects it was the first of the new 
generation of huge industrial cities created in the Western world in the 
last two hundred years. It was also a city of great vitality, not only in its 
economic growth but also in its political, cultural, and intellectual life, 
priding itself on, among other achievements. The Manchester Guardian, 
Britain's leading provincial newspaper, the Homiman Repertory Thea
tre, and the excellent Hallé Orchestra. The dty also paid a price for its 
rapid growth and was plagued by high-density population, pollution of 
the air and water, and inadequate and poorly built houses. Its Jewish 
population of some twenty-five thousand was the second largest in En
gland.101 Approximately two thirds of the Jews in Manchester were of 
East European origin,102 mostly first-generation immigrants.103 In 1906 only 
one minister of a synagogue in Manchester was English-born and only 
four rabbis could preach in English from the pulpit. Yiddish was the lin
gua franca of the community.104

The Jewish community of Manchester was established in the late 1780s 
or early 1790s, acquiring a cemetery and opening a synagogue.105 The 
most distinguished early resident in the dty was Nathan Meyer Roth
schild, who exported cotton goods to Germany.106 After 1815 the Jewish 
community slowly grew into a respected and well-to-do body of mer-
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chants, professionals, and shopkeepers. Already in the 1860s East Eu
ropean Jewish immigrants brought to the assimilating community a more 
orthodox point of view. They also moved in large numbers into tailor
ing, cap making, slipper making, and waterproofing.107 The 1880s brought 
an increase in the rate of immigration, coupled with poverty for those 
forced to work in the small "sweating dens," and helped spread new 
ideologies, particularly Zionism and socialism. The Jewish population in 
Manchester at the turn of the century reflected ̂ the spectrum of class 
structure of British Jews, with the exception of the down-and-outs. There 
was virtually no unemployment among Jews. The Jewish community in
cluded a substantial industrial working class, mostly engaged in small 
workshop trades. On the whole, the Jewish population in Manchester 
can be said to have been housed and employed despite some pockets of 
poverty. At the other end of the class structure were the very rich Jews, 
such as the Behrens family, one of whose members, Charles Behrens, 
became Lord Mayor of Manchester shortly before World War I.108

Given the diversity of the Jewish population, it is not surprising that 
it had been divided institutionally along religious and social lines since 
the early nineteenth century, with occasional major controversies sur
rounding such issues as ritual slaughter (shehita).109 The divisions and di
versity of the Jewish community were also reflected in the plethora of 
synagogues,110 philanthropic organizations,111 and educational institu
tions.112 The most powerful institutions in the dty were the Shehita Board, 
which represented fifteen congregations (except the reform synagogue), 
and the Visiting Committee, which looked after Jewish boys in industrial 
schools.U3

the  Jewish quarter in Manchester comprised the whole of Cheetham 
Hill Road, Elizabeth Street, Hightown, and parts of Lower Broughton, 
Strangeways, and Salford. It was, in certain respects, unlike the Jewish 
quarter in London.114 Cheetham Hill Road was a broad, spacious thor
oughfare—quite a respectable residential street, with many people own
ing attractive small homes. Most of the larger synagogues and other Jewish 
institutions were located on Cheetham Hill Road. Of course, this pros
perity was deceptive since in the outlying areas of this Jewish residential 
quarter were some very poor neighborhoods; for example, there was the 
area known as Red Bank, right off Cheetham Hill Road. Red Bank was 
a high sandstone ridge which fell away from the area of 
middle-class settlement on Cheetham Hill down to the railway in the 
valley. The houses in Red Bank were arranged in cramped rows, along 
excavated shelves separated by flimsy retaining walls. Thousands of Jewish 
immigrants lived there in overcrowded and unsanitary conditions. This 
was the most decrepit area of Jewish residence in Manchester.115 The areas 
around Berkeley Street or Carter Street in the Strangeways district were 
also crowded with poor immigrants.116

Weizmann had only a brief initial acquaintance with the area around 
lower Cheetham Hill Road and Red Bank. Upon his arrival in Man-
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ehester he was met at the train by Joseph Massel,117 a printer by profes
sion and a Hebrew poet, who had come to Manchester from Russia in 
the 1890s. Massel lived at 2 Park Place, a small street that ran off the 
lower end of Cheetham Hill Road, and across the street from Red Bank. 
Massel's home faced the old Congregation of British Jews and was a lit
tle up the block from The Central Synagogue which served the East Eu
ropean immigrants. This was the center of Manchester's orthodox Jew
ish population.118 Massel was one of Manchester's most active and early 
Zionists. He had attended the First Zionist Congress119 and had proba
bly met Weizmann as early as the Second Zionist Congress.120 He took 
Weizmann to his home and then helped him find his first lodging in the 
dty. The following day, July 29, Weizmann rented a room in the home 
of Rachel Levey121 on 10 Cedi Street in an area of Chorlton-on-Medlock. 
In the nineteenth century this was the center of the non-Jewish German 
population. By 1904, when Weizmann arrived, it was a decaying neigh
borhood, well known for its genteel but run-down lodging houses, where 
many actors and actresses lived. It was also known as a red-light district. 
The advantage of living there was that it was very dose to the university 
and merely a mile and a half from the center of the dty. The Leveys 
tried hard to forget their Jewish origins on Cheetham Hill, but they were 
kind and made, Weizmann feel at home.122 All in all, he was satisfied 
with his living arrangements, for which he paid 150 francs per month, 
induding full board, laundry, and lighting. He was even pleased with 
his new dty. " the  town is very interesting," he wrote Vera." "The In
stitute is marvellous, the laboratories enormous, the libraries beautiful, 
both the munidpal ones and at the Institute."123

At the university Perkin also received him well. Despite the fact that 
Weizmann arrived in the midst of summer vacation, it is clear that Per
kin went out of his way to settle Weizmann in a laboratory in order to 
afford him the opportunity to begin some experiments. Later in life 
Weizmann was less than grateful when describing his first days in the 
university's laboratory:

The beginning was not encouraging. The laboratory in which Professor Per
kin had bidden me make myself at home was a dingy basement room which 
had evidently not been used for many months. It was dark, grimy and cov
ered with many layers of dust and soot; the necessary accommodations were 
there, but a great deal of cleaning and rearranging had to be done before it 
could be made habitable. As far as I could see, I was alone in the building, 
and I had no idea where to find the paraphernalia to fit up a laboratory. The 
first thing I did was to set to work to scrub the tables, clean the taps and 
wash up the dirty apparatus which stood about in picturesque disorder. This 
occupied my first day. It was not exactly a scientific occupation, but it kept 
my thoughts busy till evening when, very tired, and suffering from house
maid's knee, I stumbled back to my lodgings.124
This story, written long after Weizmann's relationship with Perkin had 

soureeb contradicts the evidence. Except for the fact that he had to
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pay to use the laboratory,125 Weizmann's letters of this period indicate 
that he was most grateful for Perkin's helpfulness and generosity. Given 
the general pollution in Manchester and the fact that the laboratory that 
was rented to Weizmann was not in use at the time, it is more than likely 
that it required extensive scrubbing. His first laboratory was indeed old,126 
but it was far from dismal.127 He immediately made friends with Per
kin's assistant, Samuel Shrowder Pickles, who showed him around,128 
and was delighted with the help extended him by the chief steward of 
the laboratories, Edwards, and the lab boy, Tom, who was placed at his 
disposal.129 Within less than~a week130 he could report to Gaster that he 
had now become completely immersed in chemistry. The professor and 
the other gentlemen were extremely obliging. "I have a key to my lab 
and can come and go at any time without being tied to regular hours." 
Just prior to his departure on August 4 for an extended vacation in the 
Dolomites, Perkin came to say good-bye and suggested that Weizmann 
do a piece of work with him. "He is working on camphor—something 
entirely outside my own field. I hastened, of course, to accept his pro
posal gratefully and am now preparing myself for this collaboration by 
studying the relevant literature . . . The library is excellent."131 The fol
lowing week he was already completely at home in the laboratory, not
ing, "it's very cosy there, and the place is well appointed. I have really 
got everything for my work, and it is progressing full steam. Everything 
is very clean, very comfortable; 1 do as I please in my room and, imag
ine, it's even much nicer than in Geneva. Perkin did me a real favor giv
ing me the laboratory for the vacation . . ."132

Before he began work in the laboratory, Weizmann had checked the 
university's list of courses and realized that organic chemistry was a ne
glected subject in Manchester. With the exception of Perkin, most chem
ists specialized in inorganic chemistry.133 There were obviously great op
portunities here for advancement, but he had to prove himself first. He 
was determined at all costs to have a new piece of work ready to present 
to Perkin upon the latter's return from his vacation, and imposed upon 
himself an arduous work schedule. He got up every day at around eight, 
leaving for work at eight forty-five. He returned for a one-hour lunch at 
one-thirty and then resumed his work until seven, with a thirty-minute 
break for tea. After a walk he had his dinner at eight-thirty, and from 
nine-thirty to eleven-thirty he read up on chemistry, presumably on 
camphor. But he hardly noticed the days go by and reiterated that he 
was very pleased with his new life.134 Everything was going very well, 
he reported to Vera, yet he must break off his work to go to Vienna to 
the meetings of the Grosses Aktions-Comité and the annual conference, 
which were to commence on August 16. "The journey to Vienna is a 
great sacrifice for me, but I know I am indispensable there."135 He had 
a mission on the Continent: to destroy the East Africa scheme and to 
expose Leopold Greenberg as the person responsible for involving the 
World Zionist Organization in this affair. He viewed Greenberg as Herzl's
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shadow, which had to be laid to rest. So eager was he to go *o Vienna 
that he was willing to interrupt promising laboratory experiments.

During his fortnight in London Weizmann had haughtily announced 
to Cowen that he did not wish to be involved in the intrigues of the En
glish Zionist Federation,136 but he was more than eager to take part in 
the intrigues of GAC and the annual conference. A week after his arrival 
in England, before settling any of his personal and professional affairs, 
he already occupied himself with plans to return to the Continent. Though 
not a member of GAC, he used his position on the East Africa Commis
sion as a legitimate reason for attending the meetings and implored Us- 
sishkin to provide him with the funds necessary for travel.137 After his 
meetings with Percy and Hill, Weizmann was convinced that his pres
ence in Vienna was of the utmost importance. His first letter from 
Manchester was to Ussishkin, to whom he declared:

I contend that no one in the Zionist Organization is at present in possession 
of the intelligence I possess regarding the situation. Africa can be elimi
nated, and all those who supported it will have to to fall with it. I claim, 
and assume the responsibility of producing proof, that everybody was led 
astray, and that the case presented to the Congress was entirely distorted! I 
have proof in my hand such as no one has ever dreamt of.138 f

He assured Ussishkin, who was then vacationing in Bad Kissingen, that 
he was now fully informed about the East Africa project; he would show 
that the real culprit was Greenberg. 'The entire business is nothing but 
fraud. Herzl was deceived, the Congress was deceived, and Messrs. 
Greenberg and Co. deserve to be lynched."139 Ussishkin was convinced 
that Weizmann's presence in Vienna was indeed necessary and prom
ised to reimburse him for his travel; in the meantime Gaster loaned 
Weizmann enough to tide him over.140 The Haham had his own reasons 
for supporting this trip. Weizmann would not only help defeat the East 
Africa project and shame Greenberg, he would also report back on all 
the current intrigues and opportunities and help promote Gaster to a more 
eminent position within the World Zionist Organization.141

Weizmann departed for Vienna on August 13 in high spirits and full 
of confidence. He had good reason to be satisfied with himself. Within 
a little more than a month in England he had scored great personal and 
professional triumphs: He had been well received by the established 
members of the English Zionist Federation; two top British politicians had 
accorded him a respectful hearing; and two of England's most distin
guished chemists had vied for his services. He had quickly adjusted to 
Manchester and had begun to do serious work in the laboratory. In short, 
it was a remarkably auspicious beginning. Now he was on his way to 
the Continent, armed with two impressive memoranda, to rout the pro
ponents of the East Africa project. He craved recognition and apprecia
tion for his Zionist work and was absolutely certain he was about to re
ceive it—and, who knows, maybe soon he would even be elected to the
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Grosses Aktions-Comité. Shortly after his arrival in Vienna on August 
16 these hopes were cruelly dashed.

What he found in Vienna was the nucleus of the World Zionist Or
ganization's leadership, which had been thrown into turmoil and con
fusion by Herzl's premature death. Weizmann was not permitted to take 
part in many of the meetings, but enough rumors seeped into the cor
ridors for him to form a clear picture of what took place within the con
ference rooms. Vienna was now the scene of the^first skirmish for con
trol of the movement. The Grosses Aktions-Comité, which met from 
August 16 to 19, elected a committee with plenary powers to handle the 
affairs of the movement until the Seventh Zionist Congress. This com
mittee was ratified by the annual conference, which co-opted additional 
members as well and was known as the Committee of Thirteen.142 It was 
clear from the start that the Committee of Thirteen was split into various 
factions too unwieldy to functon in a useful and efficient manner. In 
general, a great deal of time was spent in Vienna on the East Africa 
question,143 but no decision could be reached until the return of the sur
vey expedition, for which there was not yet sufficient funding. In real
ity, the movement had come to a grinding halt, politically speaking, un
til the return of the expedition and the convening of the next congress.

Weizmann's letters from Vienna reflect his dejection and disappoint
ment with the proceedings. On the day of his arrival he went to visit 
Herzl's grave and mourned the lack of strong guidance form the man he 
once accused of dictatorial rule.144 After two days of deliberations he was 
already less pious when referring to Herzl: "I . . . will soon leave . . . 
with a very nasty feeling that we are standing amidst the ruin of the 
cause; and that the deceased himself contributed quite a bit to it. Herzl, 
for his own sake, died in time . . . " 145 And, by the same token, much to 
his surprise, Weizmann learned that Leopold Greenberg was only a tool 
in Herzl's hands and did not act independently. To his credit, Weiz
mann admitted his mistake about Greenberg in no uncertain terms in a 
letter to Gaster: "Mr. Greenberg acted par ordre and is completely covered 
by letters from Herzl; of this I am personally convinced. Accordingly, 
attacks on Greenberg are only attacks on Herzl, which one must not now 
make, of course."146 Greenberg had publicly protested his innocence147 
and was now fully exonerated by the written evidence. Weizmann was 
persuaded by Yehiel Tschlenow—probably with Ussishkin's assent—that 
"publication of the conversations with Percy and Hill could only cause 
frightful harm now and strengthen Greenberg's prestige while killing off 
politically all those who opposed Herzl's diplomacy . . . On no account 
should publication of the conversations be allowed to take place now."148

But clearing Greenberg of all wrongdoing also meant that Weizmann 
had lost another opportunity to propel himself into the Zionist limelight. 
Once again, those conferring in Vienna made him feel like a junior 
participant whose time had not yet come. Moreover, the chaos and in
decision at Vienna, and the rift between the Vienna-based Engeres 
Aktions-Comité and the Eastern Europeans, boded ill for the future. Even
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Ussishkin seemed to have mellowed and was not his fiery, uncompro
mising self. All agreed that the expedition to East Africa would proceed 
as had been planned. Tschlenow summed up the inood when he de
clared, at the last session of the Grosses Aktions-Comité, that they had 
all been suspicious of Herzl's attitude toward Palestine without good 
reason.149 There was nothing left for Weizmann to do on the Continent. 
As he packed his belongings and collected the secret memoranda in his 
room at the Hotel de France, he stopped for a few moments to. write a 
note to Vera: "I am leaving now, tired and worn out, and very much 
regretting having come. For Zionists of our kind there is no work now, 
and I can see a bad transitional period before us. It is sad, but one has 
to wait, wait, wait and keep one's silence . . . This is my last Zionist 
activity. I must withdraw from the cause for a year . . ."150

On his way back to Manchester from the Continent, Weizmann made 
a few short stops in Switzerland to meet his brother Moshe,151 see some 
friends, and collect laboratory equipment for his work in Manchester. 
While waiting for a train in Bern he wrote Vera a long letter on the snack
bar notepaper, once again assessing conditions within the movement. 
The only ray of hope he could discern at the annual meeting was the 
report of Selig Soskin and Otto Warburg on the work of the Commission 
for the Investigation of Palestine, which had inaugurated the periodical 
Altneuland and had made wide-ranging plans for a scientific exploration 
of Palestine.152. Everything else within the movement seemed bleak, in 
ruins. "It is sad, my Verochka, very sad . . .  I am burning with desire 
to see you, talk to you, open my wounded heart to you, the heart of a 
tired Zionist who is witnessing the crumbling of his precious cause and 
is unable to fight it. My time will still come, but later, later, when there 
will be nothing but fragments! . . .  I shall withdraw and devote myself 
to science. I can do so now, for I bum with the desire to find repose in 
science. I have no doubt I shall succeed . . ."153

The meetings of the Grosses Aktions-Comité and the annual confer
ence were a watershed in his attitude toward Zionist work. He had not 
gone to England, as he relates in his memoirs,154 in order to end his Zi
onist activity. On the contrary, all the evidence shows that he saw En
gland as a stepping-stone for renewed work in the movement. His al
most immediate political success in England strengthened this conviction. 
Rather, it was only after the meetings in Vienna that he decided to desist 
from Zionist activity temporarily. Perhaps the contrast between his al
most instantaneous acceptance in Zionist and professional circles in En
gland and the snubbing he had to endure in Vienna made the experi
ence all the more painful; it seems to have created the negative attitude 
toward the movement to which he referred in his memoirs. In any event, 
he now felt the need for a respite from Zionist activity. Ten weeks after 
his unhappy journey, he was able to articulate what had happened: " . . .  
since the famous Vienna Conference, something within me snapped, the 
thread linking me to the party was severed, and I suddenly felt terribly 
alone . . .  I am so infinitely remote from you all; and all that is close to
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my heart is separated from me by the sea and infinite space. Here I am 
completely by myself and alone in the fullest and most terrible meaning 
of the word."155

In the three-month interim, however, he was hard at work in the lab
oratory, "lest I find myself in the street and give 'friends' the chance of 
nodding their heads in my direction: 'He was a gifted fellow, yet he is a 
failure.' " 156 As it turned out, nothing could have been further from the 
truth. The next ten years of Weizmann's scientific career brought him 
repeated success and ultimately it was chemistry which propelled him 
into the Zionist limelight.



XI
A n Alien in Manchester

The familiar pattern in Weizmann's dual relationship with Zionism and 
science was at work again. When he was full of confidence in himself, 
his friends, and the Äonist cause, he tended to sacrifice his scientific work 
for the sake of Zionism. Now that he was again humiliated and de
pressed, he sought to renew his self-confidence in an area where he could 
prove his prowess beyond doubt. His success in chemistry gave him the 
necessary self-esteem, provided him with energy, and served âs the 
springboard for his return to the more hazardous and uncertain Zionist 
work. Thus, he could not wait to get back to his experiments. The day 
after his return to Manchester, on August 31, he spent almost twelve 
hours in the laboratory and immediately felt much better.1 He now worked 
without respite, continuing the experiments he had interrupted a fort
night earlier; they went well. He and Perkin's assistant, Samuel Shrow- 
der Pickles, were on the verge of a new discovery, and Weizmann im
patiently anticipated each new day when he could go to work. Within a 
week after his return he could proudly announce: "I have achieved a 
new reaction that reopens a complete area and I am very pleased. Some
thing new again; a Manchester product this time."2 Pickles and Weiz
mann established a reaction between magnesium organic compounds and 
phthalic anhydrides, leading to a new class of compounds which, in turn, 
could be converted into derivatives of anthracene, the basis of certain 
important dyestuffs. The scientific value of the discovery lay in the fact 
that the chemical structure of the anthracene derivatives so produced was 
unambiguous, unlike those produced by previous methods.3 By the end 
of September he could report yet another successful experiment.4

Both experiments were published in November 1904 in the Proceedings 
of the Chemical Society.5 Significantly, Weizmann signed his name Charles 
Weizmann. There is no clue in his correspondence or his autobiography 
as to why he chose to sign his academic papers and patents under the 
name Charles.6 Was it an indication of his desire to integrate himself more 
fully into English academic circles? Or perhaps it was an attempt to make 
it easier for his gentile colleagues to pronounce his name? Or was it the 
result of his recognition that one needed "standing" in English society?

233
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Whatever the reasons, the decision to anglicize his name in his profes
sional activities was deliberate and consistent. Until 1920 he signed his 
scientific papers Charles, after which the simple abbreviation "Ch" ap
pears; his patents were signed Charles until 1943.7 The Manchester Di
rectory for 1908 lists his name as Charles as well.8 His passport and other 
official documents also bore his anglicized forename. Thus he was 
"Chaim" the Zionist and "Charles" the chemist.

Perkin, who had returned from his vacation at the end of September, 
was duly impressed with Weizmann's accomplishments9 and immedi
ately assigned him two additional students. Weizmann now had four 
students working under him, who were joined in mid-October by Carl 
Voegtlin, a Swiss student who had roomed with Weizmann in Geneva 
at the Pension Dupuis. Like Weizmann, he became a lodger at the Le
vey s. Thus, within two months after his return from Vienna Weizmann 
had a small group of workers who could relieve him of some of the more 
routine experiments. Moreover, Perkin promised him a research fellow
ship by Christmas,10 and Weizmann typically let his imagination run wild 
as to what the immediate future had in store for him. To Vera he wrote 
that his salary would be 150 pounds.11 To Menahem Ussishkin he re
ported a month later that he had been appointed a lecturer, which "cor
responds to a German Extraordinary Professor! . . . The prospects for a 
Chair are almost certain . . ."12 In fact, on the recommendation of Per
kin Weizmann was appointed a research fellow in January 1905, with 
the modest salary of 50 pounds per annum; he was assigned four re
search students and was allowed to use the Thorpe Laboratory free of 
charge.13 According to the rules of the University of Manchester, he was 
allowed to engage in research under the supervision of a professor or 
lecturer, and with the approval of the council and senate of the univer
sity he was also permitted to deliver lectures. Yet to his friend Buber he 
boasted, "I . . . have very good prospects of being accepted as Profes
sor of Chemistry before long, either here or at some other University in 
England. I have already been appointed Lecturer and Fellow of the Uni
versity . . ,"14 His need to enhance his status in the eyes of his friends 
reflects his desire for respect and power. It also indicates a basic inse
curity and desire for approval by others. His excellent work did entitle 
him to hope for the professorship he sought throughout his ten years in 
Manchester, but he was to learn that merit alone was insufficient for its 
attainment.15

In November 1904 he began preparing his first series of lectures in or
ganic chemistry. The lectures were to be given once a week on Satur
days from January* 21 until March 4, 1905.16 He was extremely nervous 
before his first lecture,17 though he had a great deal of experience in public 
speaking and classroom lecturing. The fact that he undertook to lecture 
in English indicates that within six months he was fluent and had mas
tered English speech—a remarkable achievement. No doubt he could 
speak with authority on a subject he knew very well, but the forty-one



students who awaited him in the lecture hall were' an unknown and in
timidating entity. He began by disarming them: "I was a foreigner, I said, 
and had been in the country only a few months; I was consequently at 
their mercy. I would do my best, but I would certainly perpetrate many 
howlers. They could make all the jokes they wanted at my expense— 
after the lecture . . ."18 This, little introduction made an impact and the 
Lancashire men and women sat attentively, straining to comprehend his 
lecture, which was delivered in a low-pitched, guttural, slyly good- 
natured style. His heavy Russian accent seemed to pose no problems once 
they got used to him.19 "My Saturday lecture was a great success," he 
wrote Vera. "At the end of the lecture the students gave me an ovation. 
They were delighted. I was, of course, in seventh heaven. Perkin is also 
very pleased."20 He did not quite get accustomed to take the lectures in 
his stride and spent many hours preparing for them, but he began to 
feel at ease with his students, who clearly appreciated his efforts.21 "Stu
dents keep coming to me . . .1 already have more than Perkin—a proper 
school."22

Perkin could only congratulate himself on his wisdom in attracting such 
a talented researcher and lecturer to the university. He fully realized that 
within a short time Weizmann could also find a position elsewhere in 
England and sought to anchor him in Manchester. Quite possibly he 
dangled before Weizmann's eyes the prospect of attaining a professor
ship, though Weizmann had a tendency to count his chickens before they 
were hatched and therefore was often miserably disappointed. In the 
meantime, Perkin found more concrete means for boosting Weizmann's 
material and professional status. Early in December 1904 he founded the 
Manchester Chemical Society, with himself as president and Weizmann 
as secretary.23 Within his own department there was, of course, a limit 
to what he could do for Weizmann, but he steadily sought to advance 
him up the academic ladder. In July 1905 Weizmann was appointed 
demonstrator—namely, assistant to the departmental head and super
visor of student work in the organic chemistry laboratory—at a new an
nual salary of a hundred pounds.24 Thus, in addition to his Saturday lec
tures to first-year students, his task was now to demonstrate in the 
laboratory experiments related to Perkin's lectures. He at first demon
strated to third-year chemistry honors students in the old Schorlemmer 
Building, but soon he had his own laboratory in the newer extension of 
the organic chemistry unit.25 One of his former students recalled Weiz
mann thus:

It was in October 1906 that I went into Dr. Weizmann's laboratory. He had 
not long left Russia then. We were rather nervous of him at first; we thought 
we might not be able to understand his very "foreign" English or grasp what 
particular chemicals he meant us to use. He would refer, for instance, to 
calcium chloride as chlor calc., to sodium hydroxide as hydrox sod., and so 
on. We soon got used to him, however, as time went on and his speech 
grew less guttural to our ears . . .26
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Within a year after his arrival in Manchester, then, Weizmann had al
ready established a reputation as a fine lecturer and skillful demonstra
tor, while at the same time continuing to publish papers with his collab
orators in the Proceedings of the Chemical Society.17 His financial situation, 
however, remained precarious, and he sought to supplement his modest 
university salary with industrial work. The first such opportunity mate
rialized with an offer made by Samuel Shriro of Baku, the first benefac
tor of the university project in 1902. Shriro arrived in Manchester toward 
the end of September 1904 and offered Weizmann ftftéen pounds a month 
in return for three hours of work a day developing a process for the pro
duction of odorless and colorless soap from petroleum residues. In the 
event that he could solve this problem, he was promised five hundred 
pounds and a share in the profits of manufacture.28 This arrangement 
was to signal a marked improvement in Weizmann's material situation. 
The problem was that Shriro rarely paid, and when he did the money 
came late, thus disrupting any orderly budgeting on Weizmann's part; 
he bombarded the oil man with telegrams and pleas to pay up.29 The 
university salary was sufficient to support Weizmann's very modest liv
ing arrangements, but his anxiety over finances stemmed from other 
sources. He wanted to earn enough so that Vera could join him in 
Manchester as soon as possible.30 Moreover, when he began his re
search fellowship, he allocated one hundred francs each month to help 
support his sisters Anna and Masha, who were about to begin their uni
versity studies in Zurich.31 Like his sisters, his brother Shmuel, also a 
student in Zurich at the time, turned to Weizmann for financial help.32 
A year later, when his brother Moshe switched fields and also began 
studying chemistry in Zurich, Weizmann supported him as well.33 Vera 
was quite incensed that so much of her fiancé's earnings should go to 
his siblings. On one occasion, when Vera guessed that the money Weiz
mann requested would be forwarded to his sisters, she exclaimed:

This [request] seems so absurd to me, so strange, so impossible to under
stand—when you know quite well that my means are minimal, that I live 
so frugally and don't permit myself anything but the absolute essentials, that 
I had to deny myself going to you for want of money for the fare . . . that 
even now I still don't know how and where I'll get the money to pay for 
my tuition . . . Why do you need 500 roubles? Why don't you write to me 
about it? Actually, I can guess: You probably want to send this money to 
your sisters. But, Chaimchik, that's absurd. True, you didn't ask for my ad
vice . . .  All the same, I think it won't be any great misfortune if the girls 
were to leave a year later [for Zurich] . .

But Weizmann was not to be dissuaded. Education, in his opinion, was 
not a luxury but a necessity for those who did not wish to become bat- 
lanim, mere Luftmenschen. Sending money to his family members and 
aiding them in their careers would continue to be one of his priorities.

Until his financial situation improved, he tried to save wherever he 
could. At the beginning of January 1905, he and Voegtlin decided to leave



the Leyeys. They disliked the food and the rent was too high.35 On Feb
ruary 8 he moved into his new lodgings at 20 Parkfield Street in Rush- 
olme; the combined cost for his food, lodging, and laundry now amounted 
to eight pounds per month.36 He was pleased with the improvement in 
his food and rent and the comfortable rooms. Rusholme was a drab 
neighborhood, consisting of back-to-back houses built in the last quarter 
of the nineteenth century and densely occupied by a poor working-class 
population. Parkfield Street, located in a decaying area, consisted of 
lodging houses occupied by white-collar, low-income persons.37 In the 
midst of Rusholme stood Victoria Park, a private, well-to-do residential 
area with its own toll gates. It was an irritant to the entire impoverished 
area encircling it. Weizmann, who had to traverse this affluent suburb 
every day on his way to and from the university, must have been very 
conscious of the fact that some of his senior colleagues resided there.38 
Looking at the well-appointed and stately mansions around him, he may 
have reflected on how unjust it was that he had to work so hard just to 
make ends meet. He did make one attempt, during this early period, to 
move to a better neighborhood. In late August 1905 he took rooms in 
the home of his research assistant, Jan Quiller Orchardson, on 43 Whitby 
Road in Fallowfield.39 This was a proper suburb with lots of greenery 
and fresh air.40 But it turned out to be only a six-week interlude since 
Orchardson was leaving Manchester for a position in Leeds.41 Thus, he 
returned to his old lodgings at 20 Parkfield Street, paying fifteen shill
ings a week, including breakfast and heating, which was 'Very reason
able for the locality."42

Luckily he met Charles Dreyfus soon after his arrival in Manchester. 
Dreyfus was a chemist who in 1869 had moved from Alsace to England. 
In 1876, at the age of twenty-eight, he founded the Clayton Aniline 
Company, of which he remained managing director until his retirement 
in 1913. The company was founded some twenty years after William 
Henry Perkin had prepared the first synthetic mauve coal tar dye; it was 
the growing demand for aniline, used in producing many of the newly 
developed synthetic dyes, which led to the formation of Dreyfus's com
pany. By the turn of the century Dreyfus was a prominent citizen of 
Manchester, had served as a member of its municipal council from 1897 
to 1906, was a leading member of the South Manchester Synagogue, and 
numbered among the founders of the Victoria Memorial Jewish Hospi
tal.43 Since 1903 he had also been the president of the Manchester Zi
onist Association. It is possible that he and Weizmann had met briefly 
at the Fifth or Sixth Zionist Congress, where Dreyfus was a delegate. In 
any case, Weizmann knew of Dreyfus; as early as April 1904 he asked 
Gaster whether he had spoken to Dreyfus about a position for Weiz
mann in his company,44 and it is most likely that Gaster had indeed rec
ommended Weizmann for employment in Dreyfus's company. Weiz
mann went to see Dreyfus in Manchester during November 1904 on the 
pretext of finding a job for Vera at the Victoria Memorial Jewish Hospi
tal.45 The two men took to each other immediately. They had much in
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common professionally, culturally, and ideologically. Moreover, Drey
fus, just like Perkin, realized at once how advantageous it would be to 
have in his employ an experienced student of Liebermann and Graebe, 
that is, a direct disciple of the foremost researchers in the field of dye
stuffs. Within two weeks he offered Weizmann a job with his com
pany.46 He often invited him to his house in salubrious Fallowfield to 
meet his friends and the rest of the family.47 Perkin fully supported 
Weizmann's desire to become a consultant to industry, provided this work 
did not interfere with his duties at the university during the academic 
year and that experiments conducted at Weizmann's initiative be under
taken by students in the university laboratories.48 The three-year con
tract with Dreyfus stipulated that Weizmann would work in the factory 
only during the university vacations and would earn 175 pounds a year, 
plus 25 pounds for an assistant.49 Weizmann was also promised five 
weeks' vacation during the summer.50 Moreover, the university gave him 
a well-appointed new laboratory where he could work alone—presum
ably also on experiments for the factory—while his students continued 
to work in his old half-basement laboratory. Little by little he was en
larging his domain within the university.51 In mid-March, having suc
cessfully completed his last lecture and now ensconced in his well- 
equipped laboratory, he was delighted with all the arrangments, posi
tively enjoying his work.

Luckily, the laboratory is now a source of tremendous satisfaction to me: it 
makes me feel positively stronger. I don't overwork, thanks on the one hand 
to a brilliant student of mine who relieves me of a good half of the work, 
and on the other to my assistant (paid) [Jan Quillar Orchardson], a very nice 
fellow whose attitude is not only that of an assistant, but of a friend. Thanks 
to these two I am able to cope perfectly, and by issuing instructions to my 
co-worker am even able to leave the laboratory earlier than usual.52

Though far from living in comfort, he was now also financially more se
cure, earning a combined salary of sixteen pounds a month.53 Not only 
did he no longer need his brother-in-law's monthly support; he could 
now send regular contributions toward the education of his siblings.

This rosy picture was offset by work in Dreyfus's factory. On March 
20 he began a monthlong, nine-thirty-to-five daily routine at Clayton. It 
did not take him long to dislike the dirty and dusty conditions at the 
factory, which was saturated with the odors of aniline. It also meant an 
extra-long day for him, which began with his getting up at seven and 
working a full day, after which he went to the university laboratory to 
check on his own ongoing experiments.54 At the end of his first week he 
wrote Vera in utter disgust:

It was very hard, because I am unused to all that filth, noise and crackle, 
and that atmosphere saturated with aniline. Generally speaking, science 
suffers a terrible degradation when every experiment is considered from the 
financial standpoint and the finest reactions are despised if they have no 
"technical," that is "commercial," significance. I feel dreadfully uncomfort-



able and sometimes, after speaking with those in charge, thoroughly dis
gusted as well. Three more weeks and I shall leave these ugly, unwhole
some surroundings, for which I have never developed a liking and which 
never attracted me. What is the difference between this and a planter using 
Negro labor! It is even worse here. Cultured people, educated at universi
ties, having dreamt of science, etc. etc., are working here so that the Com
pany might prosper. Such a pity!55

As he commenced his second week in the factory, he began counting 
the days until he could return to his laboratory at the university: 'This 
is already my second week at the factory. I hope it will slip by, and the 
third and fourth week too . . . I am not made for technical work; it hasn't 
taken me long, at close quarters, to develop an aversion to it. The Ger
mans call it Schinderei, chemistry perverted into alchemy."56

The vehemence of Weizmann's reaction to the Clayton Aniline Com
pany was due, no doubt, to the contrast with his working conditions at 
the university. On the other hand, his relationship with the Dreyfus family 
had become more intimate,57 and his new friend and employer, only too 
anxious to make him happy, arranged to release Weizmann from all dirty 
work at the laboratory. "The factory gave me a youngster to wait on me. 
He does the filtering, cleans, runs to the post office, goes shopping, per
forms analyses. In short, the boy is a treasure . . . Only the purely 
chemical work'is left to me."58 Moreover, despite the unpleasant work
ing conditions, he had a sense of satisfaction since he and Alexander 
Meyenberg, his collaborator and the factory's manager, were able to send 
off another patent, "our 6th factory patent," an improvement in the 
manufacture of anthracene and dyestuffs therefrom.59 To compound his 
happiness, Harold Baily Dixon, the director of the university laborato
ries, promised to appoint Weizmann head of a special technological lab
oratory with an added salary of 150 pounds per annum.60 In view of this 
pending professional advance, one can perhaps better understand his 
constant boasting about an imminent professorship.

Successful work in the laboratory during the day and the affairs of the 
Manchester Chemical Society a few evenings a month, though reward
ing, still left him restless. After four months of almost total abstention, 
he was eager to return to Zionist activity.61 There is no explicit clue as 
to the immediate catalyst which prompted him to return to Zionism. His 
four months in Manchester no doubt sufficed for him to observe that 
Manchester was not blessed with too many talented Zionist activists, and 
that if he chose to he could certainly quickly rise to a position of lead
ership in England's second-largest Jewish community.62 Possibly it was 
his good friend Joseph Massel, vice president of the Manchester Zionist 
Association, who urged him not to stand aside. More likely he was stirred 
into Zionist activity by news of events in Russia. The period following 
the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War on February 9, 1904, was marked 
by renewed pogroms against the Jews. Notwithstanding the consider
able number of Jews who were conscripted into the Russian armed forces 
in the Far East to fight for the glory of Tsar Nicholas II in his attempt to
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annex Manchuria to Siberia, their Jewish co-religionists in the Pale of 
Settlement and elsewhere paid with their blood for alleged Jewish assis
tance to the Japanese. A bloody pogrom took place in the city of Alex
andria (province of Kherson) on September 19 and 20. Within a month 
more violence was perpetrated in the province of Mogilev. In the city of 
Mogilev the reservists pillaged Jewish homes and shops from October 20 
to 22.63 Weizmann was pained and worried by the detailed account of 
these events, which he read about in The Jewish Chronicle64 and in letters 
from friends in Kiev. * *

The letters are full of horrifying news about pogroms and the terrible state 
of mind everybody is in. I can imagine what is going on in everybody's head 
and heart. And it is precisely at this difficult time that I am not on duty as 
a Zionist. This pains me. I ought to give myself a little shaking. I hope to 
do so in a little while . . . When one hears what goes on, one feels ashamed 
at living as peacefully as we do while all who are near and dear to you suf
fer terribly.65

Thus, on the eve of his thirtieth birthday he was introduced by Charles 
Dreyfus at a synagogue where Weizmann addressed the Manchester Zi
onist Association on the theme of "The Political Movements of Jews in 
Russia."66 He had carefully prepared for this meeting, later reporting that 
the audience stood for nearly three hours, as though under a spell, lis
tening with rapt attention. 'This public, which always seemed so repul
sive to me, was somehow different yesterday, more noble. My words 
stirred them, and at least for the duration of my lecture a bond was es
tablished between them, myself, and the whole mass of suffering 
Jewry."67 Speaking in Yiddish to a group of East European immigrants 
must have once again been invigorating; this was the next best thing to 
his yearly propaganda tours in Russia. The mostly solitary work in the 
laboratory could sustain Weizmann for only a limited period of time; it 
was by and large a lonely profession, save for the weekly contact with 
students. Weizmann needed people—he needed to speak, argue, and 
touch them. Zionist propaganda was thus more than an abstract ideol
ogy; it was a personal need, and one clearly senses that it came as a re
lief to him to speak again after four months of self-imposed silence. His 
listeners were just as appreciative of this skillful speaker who warmed 
their hearts with familiar images and symbols. For at least a few hours 
they could feel at home in this cold and alien environment, where even 
Zionist activists were for the most part Anglo-Jews, removed from the 
people they attempted to lead.68 Weizmann's lecture on November 26, 
1904, marked his formal reentry into Zionist work and launched him into 
the affairs of the Manchester Zionist Association, which was only too 
happy to assign him a prominent place within its meager ranks. Possibly 
this newcomer could inject it with some new energy and vitality. For the 
next decade Weizmann would be closely tied to its affairs. Thus, a brief 
sketch of its history is in order.

The first Zionist society in Manchester was a branch of Hovevei Zion



which called itself the Society for the Promotion of Colonization in Pal
estine.69 Despite its pledge to work toward spreading the idea that "col
onization of the Holy Land is an object worthy of the consideration of 
the entire Jewish community,"70 nothing was heard of it again. The first 
significant push toward a Zionist organization in Manchester came in 1890 
through the efforts of Reverend Hayyim Zundel Maccoby, the "Maggid 
of Kamenets," who had arrived that year from Russia, where he had 
helped establish scores of Hovevei Zion societies. On August 2 and 3, 
1890, he spoke at the New Synagogue and the Manchester Jews' School, 
persuading 160 persons to enroll as Hovevei Zion.71 A few months later 
their numbers rose to over 400 members.72 Beginning in 1891, the 
Manchester branch of Hovevei Zion (soon known as the Manchester 
"tent") began raising funds for Jewish colonization in Palestine.73 In 
general, the early period, prior to Herzl's Der Judenstaat, saw in Man
chester weak and splintered Hovevei Zion associations, organized by 
country of origin, degree of Jewish tradition, and even social class.74 Their 
activities were confined to occasional lectures and annual meetings.75 For 
the most part the membership was composed of poor East European 
workers led by a number of middle-class, usually English-bom, Jews.76

Following the First Zionist Congress, Zionism also made inroads in 
Manchester. The Dorshei Zion Association, a group which emphasized 
the fostering of the Hebrew language, was founded a year earlier, in 
1896.77 It also sponsored lectures on Zionism and Jewish history.78 An 
amalgamation of a number of groups, the Zionist Association (Vaad Ha- 
zioni), with Joseph Massel as its president, was founded79 along with 
another group called Bnei Zion.80 The combined membership of all three 
groups was eight hundred in January 1898.81 Of the various Zionist groups 
in Manchester, the Vaad Hazioni emerged as the most active and enter
prising, supporting cultural, political, and fund-raising activities.82 It was 
in January 1901 that Charles Dreyfus began to be involved in Zionist af
fairs in Manchester,83 and in August of that year he was elected presi
dent of the Zionist Central Committee.84 Dreyfus was probably the only 
industrialist and member of Manchester's Jewish elite active in Zionist 
affairs, and his election to the presidency was no doubt also a means of 
lending Zionism a measure of respectability within the Jewish establish
ment.

In May 1902 Dreyfus succeeded in amalgamating the various Zionist 
associations85—except for the Menachem Zion Association—into the 
Manchester Zionist Association (MZA), with himself as president and 
Joseph Massel one of its two vice presidents.86 A few months later the 
newly created MZA, with its headquarters at 97 Cheetham Hill, was able 
to register one hundred new members.87 It became the center of activi
ties for other provincial Zionist associations from Leeds, Liverpool, Bir
mingham, Sheffield, Cardiff, and others.88 At the annual EZF meeting, 
which took place in 1903 in Liverpool, Dreyfus was elected provincial 
vice president.89

Dreyfus probably encouraged Weizmann to continue to be active in
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the affairs of the Manchester Zionist Association. The parallels between 
Weizmann's relations with his two employers—Perkin and Dreyfus—is 
striking. Both recognized his professional talents and skill in chemistry 
and found him a great asset in their respective laboratories. But, beyond 
this, they also sought to get him involved in their own extraprofessional 
and intellectual interests. Perkin, who was president of the Manchester 
Chemical Society, and Dreyfus, who was president of the Manchester 
Zionist Association, each took advantage of Weizmann's services in the 
evenings and on weekends as well. To be sure, Weizmann's arm did not 
have to be twisted to participate in either activity. For one thing, his so
cial life was minimal. He saw the Massels once a week on Saturdays and 
on Jewish holidays90 and the Dreyfus family occasionally on Sundays.91 
Consequently he had some free time at his disposal, and these activities 
distracted him from his frequent bouts of loneliness and depression. But 
perhaps more important than that, he was flattered by the attention lav
ished upon him in Zionist circles. One can only guess that despite his 
frequent complaints about overwork, he was mighty glad to once again 
be involved in Zionist affairs.

His reception by the rank and file and the leadership of the Man
chester Zionist Association and the English Zionist Federation was en
thusiastic. He was an immediate success. As had previously been the 
case in Geneva, his sudden rise to prominence within Zionist ranks re
flected both his talents and natural abilities, as well as the dearth of an 
available pool of able men and women.92 His speech in November whet
ted his appetite for renewed Zionist propaganda. With the fellowship at 
the university secured and the promise of a job from Dreyfus, he felt 
financially reassured and thus reported to Ussishkin that, "faithful to my 
word, I am ready to take up work for the cause. I am this week joining 
the committee of the Manchester Zionist Association . . .  I shall proba
bly myself undertake a tour of Leeds, Glasgow, Edinburgh and Liver
pool . . .  I have gradually acquired great influence here."93

On this occasion Weizmann did not exaggerate when he wrote about 
his growing influence. He was, in fact, deluged with invitations to speak 
in the English provincial towns as well as in London and Scotland.94 The 
East European immigrants in Manchester and elsewhere were obviously 
impressed by his Yiddish and German lectures. Not since the "Maggid 
of Kamenets" had made the rounds in the 1890s had they had a man of 
stature—and one of their own kind to boot—whose concerns and as
pirations were, like their own, intimately tied to East European Jewry.95 
The Anglo-Jewish leadership, on the other hand, was clearly attracted to 
this East-West Jew who represented for them the authoritative voice of 
East European Jewry yet, at the same time, was familiar with and at
tuned to their own cultural value system. Though on the periphery of 
the continental Zionist leadership, he was in the context of England an 
experienced veteran Zionist who had been soldiering in the ranks of the 
movement even before it was organized as a political vehicle. He brought 
with him the aura of an elder statesman in the movement as well as the
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professional and academic credentials necessary in a society so con
scious of rank and status.

It is not surprising, then, that between December 1904 and July 1905 
Weizmann quickly rose to a position of some importance within the En
glish Zionist Federation. Together with Dreyfus and others, he was elected 
delegate of the Manchester Zionist Association to the annual conference 
of the English Zionist Federation, which took place in Leeds on January 
22, 1905.96 He arrived in Leeds in good spirits the day after he had de
livered his first lecture at the university. Surveying the Menschenmaterial, 
as he condescendingly reported to Vera, he came to the conclusion that 
it was rather poor but better than he had expected.97 The executive of 
the English Zionist Federation reported on its activities on behalf of Rus
sian immigrants and against the passage of the Aliens Bill, and indicated 
an acceptance of the East Africa project should the survey expedition's 
report be favorable.98 Weizmann had come to Leeds in the hope of cur
tailing the power of "Greenberg and Co." and organizing a group op
posed to their control of the English Zionist Federation.99 Their report 
gave him the opening he sought and at once he launched into an attack. 
He contended that the fight against the Aliens Bill was not a Zionist task 
but rather the concern of all Jews in England. Zionism was not to be 
branded as a philanthropic aid society on behalf of poor East European 
Jews, and it certainly should have nothing to do with East Africa.100 His 
speech was well received, and even the executive retreated from its po
sition on the Aliens Bill and the East Africa issue. Weizmann was very 
pleased with himself.

Greenberg and Cowen are wooing me. They covered me with praise and 
nominated me for the executive committee of the party in England, and I 
was elected unanimously. In the evening there was a mammoth meeting . . . 
when the official speakers had finished, there were loud calls in the crowd 
"We want Weizmann to speak" . . .  To the great delight of the public I spoke 
in Yiddish . . .  I was strongly applauded; I received declarations of affec
tion, and invitations to all cities; in short I am lancé. I hope to acquire an 
influence on the progress of affairs here, but I must bide my time . . .101

This period was the beginning of Weizmann's reentry into the political 
life of Zionism—first in England and soon on the Continent. The officers 
of the English Zionist Federation consisted of: Sir Francis Montefiore, 
president; Joseph Cowen and Jacob Moser of Bradford, vice presidents; 
and Leopold Greenberg, treasurer.102 These men supported political 
Zionism. Loyal to Herzl during his lifetime, they were not ready to dis
miss the East Africa project—which they had all advocated—after his 
death. Weizmann and Dreyfus constituted the strongest anti-East Africa 
opinion on the executive.103 If a successful opposition was to be mounted 
against the Greenberg-dominated English Zionist Federation, Manches
ter as a major provincial dty was a good launching pad. In order to achieve 
this goal Weizmann first had to consolidate his own position locally. Thus, 
by February 1905 he willingly consented to become the vice president of
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the Manchester Zionist Association.104 Next he wished to use Dreyfus as 
the lance that might break the defensive shield of the London group.

Dreyfus was not only a respected local industrialist who dabbled in 
civic affairs. His influence extended to the general national political scene 
as well. Within a year he was to become the president of the East 
Manchester Conservative Association and chairman of Prime Minister A. J. 
Balfour's constituency committee during the 1906 election campaign. 
Weizmann was impressed when Dreyfus introduced him in January to 
the Prime Minister during a public meeting in Manchester, though 
Weizmann had only a very brief conversation with Balfour.105 Thus, in 
Weizmann's view it would- be advantageous to promote Dreyfus from 
his local position in Manchester Zionism to a national position in the 
English Zionist Federation. Weizmann accordingly advised Ussishkin to 
"contact Dreyfus and use him to establish relations with the English 
government. Dreyfus is in favor of Palestine . . . Dreyfus must be pro
moted. He wields enormous influence . . ." 106

Not content to rely on Dreyfus to wield his influence and not quite 
respectful of Dreyfus's judgment in Zionist affairs, Weizmann under
took to spread the true Zionist doctrine himself. He did not lack invita
tions to address audiences in the provinces, and even in London,107 but 
it was not easy. He maintained a grueling schedule in the laboratory from 
Monday through Friday. On Saturdays he gave his lecture on organic 
chemistry and he needed his rest on Sundays.108 He was apologetic about 
his refusal to accept invitations, explaining that at this point in his life 
his first priority was to work hard in order to ensure a living for him
self.109 At the same time he exaggerated his Zionist activity in his rather 
servile reports to Ussishkin.110

Nevertheless, though it meant a great sacrifice in terms of his health, 
he did venture on occasional propaganda lectures, aided by a small sum 
of money sent him by Ussishkin.111 "Yesterday I spoke most success
fully in Leeds [on the state of Zionism and the forthcoming World Zi
onist Congress] before thousands, but I must confess I haven't the strength 
for propaganda. After my speech I could hardly breathe, and during the 
night I developed a tremendous headache . . . My speech, together with 
replies to the discussion, lasted three hours. The audience behaved ex
cellently throughout, and was most respectful."112 In general, on those 
few occasions when he did lecture in Leeds or Liverpool113 he was sat
isfied that he did very well. Once in a while he also engaged in one of 
his favorite public activities—a debate with anti-Zionists.114 His oratori
cal skill, honed over many years of propaganda in Russia and Western 
Europe, served him well. The Yiddish-speaking audiences115 sensed at 
once his spiritual and intellectual authority.116 His success among 
Manchester Jews, for example, was so striking that in a letter to David 
Wolffsohn one of his local adversaries complained that Weizmann was 
"a first-class fanatic whose knowledge of Yiddish enabled him to speak 
to the hearts of the poorer elements that were bewildered by the magic 
word 'Jerusalem' and were unmoved by logical analysis."117
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His success in England notwithstanding, Weizmann knew full well that 
the final decisions on the course of the World Zionist Organization were 
to be made on the Continent. Thus, he took care to maintain deferential 
relations with Ussishkin, who served as his link to European Zionists 
and acted as a barometer of the moods within the movement as a whole. 
Ussishkin had not been idle. In view of the confusion reigning in the 
movement after Herzl's death, and the pervasive split between the Zio- 
nei Zion, who opposed consideration of East Africa or any other terri
tory other than Palestine as the future Jewish homeland, and the Ugandists 
and territorialists—of the socialist and nonsodalist variety—he was de
termined to intervene decisively to ensure the victory of Zionei Zion. 
Summarizing his pro-Palestinian views, which had been voiced at the 
Minsk Conference of 1902, the Kharkov Conference of 1903, and else
where, in December 1904 Ussishkin published an article entitled "Our 
Program" in the Russian Jewish paper Evreiskaia Zhizn. Reviewing the 
history of Zionism since the days of the Hibbat Zion, Ussishkin arrived 
at the conclusion that colonization, cultural Zionism, and political Zion
ism should all be pursued simultaneously, that success on any single front 
would reinforce and strengthen achievements and endeavors on the other 
two. In other words, he firmly believed that a synthesis of all three ap
proaches had to be achieved in order to effect the original purpose of 
Zionist diplomacy as stipulated in the Basel Program.118 Ussishkin de
manded that the World Zionist Organization apply itself forthwith to 
practical work ki Palestine, without neglecting diplomacy and while co
operating with such other non-Zionist bodies as the Jewish Colonization 
Association and the Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden.119 He also re
turned to a theme that had been articulated at the Minsk Conference and 
that was central to his thinking, namely, the prime importance of in
volving Jewish youth in the colonization of Palestine. He suggested the 
creation of a worldwide pioneering force of single young people, healthy 
in body and spirit, who would volunteer to work in Palestine for three 
years, under conditions of minimal comfort, in the service of the Jewish 
people. At the completion of their service they would have the option of 
returning to their countries of origin or settling in Palestine. There was 
no doubt in Ussishkin's mind that such idealistic youth were to be found 
among the Jews of the Diaspora. "If in the 1880's we had dozens of Bilu- 
im, I believe we could now recruit thousands like them. The young gen
eration is alert, ready for self-sacrifice. One needs [sic] only turn to it and 
show it the way."120

Forty-seven Zionei Zion, or Palestintsy, as they called themselves, met 
under Ussishkin's leadership in Vilna from January 14 to 17, 1905. The 
major decisions arrived at by the delegates were in the spirit of Ussish
kin's article. They rejected territorialism outright and even demanded that 
territorialists be disqualified from purchasing the shekel or participating 
in the congress; the conference also resolved to reject the East Africa 
project at the Seventh Zionist Congress. On a positive and constructive 
note, the delegates resolved to establish a secondary school in Palestine
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named after Herzl, to promote activities which would strengthen the na
tional consciousness in the Diaspora, and to support the election to the 
Seventh Zionist Congress of only those candidates who upheld these 
resolutions.121 Though he was not present at the Vilna Conference, 
Weizmann was elected to two subcommittees concerned, respectively, 
with the syllabus and teaching staff for the secondary school and with 
the establishment of a fund for national education in Palestine.122 Thus, 
Weizmann was recognized for the first time as having a leadership role 
in the movement in Russia itself. He was elected tô à central East Euro
pean Zionist forum and thus formally gained entry into Ussishkin's in
ner circle, a goal he had desired for so long. Ironically it came when geo
graphic distance prevented him from enjoying his newly won status.

TTiose opposing the Zionei Zion took up the gauntlet with élan, call
ing themselves "pure Zionists." They, too, prepared for the Seventh Zi
onist Congress and met in Warsaw in April 1905 under the leadership of 
Max Mandelstamm, who was a "Ugandist" (and, in a later transforma
tion, a territorialist). This conference decided to demand of the Seventh 
Zionist Congress a change in the Basel Program that would declare that 
Zionism aimed to create for the Jewish people a haven in any appro
priate and obtainable territory. They opposed exclusive investments in 
Palestine—or any other country, for that matter—without the necessary 
political guarantees and demanded that those members of the World Zi
onist Organization who had failed to promote the East Africa project be 
disciplined. The "pure Zionists" saw themselves as ideologically dose to 
the Ugandists.123 The most articulate leader of the pro-Uganda faction 
was, without doubt, Israel Zangwill.124 In a series of artides in Die Welt 
he defended the East Africa project. He called for settlement in East Af
rica as an immediate relief measure, pointing out that Palestine was not 
a land without its own problems for the Jews, not the least of them being 
the fact that the Jews constituted a minority within the country's popu
lation.125

While these controversies raged within the Zionist world, Weizmann 
consistently toed Ussishkin's line. He echoed the Vilna Conference's 
resolution that "all so-called Territorialists" be dedared "unconstitu
tional elements, even though they had the perfidy to smuggle them
selves into the party by way of a Shekel."126 Yet, unlike in his Geneva 
years, Weizmann was now a more cautious man, not ready to abandon 
everything and totally immerse himself in Zionist work. Berthold Feiwel 
wrote in late January that a group of Zionei Zion, mostly former mem
bers of the Democratic Faction, were planning to make Berlin the head
quarters of the movement. They even visualized various departments and 
offered Weizmann the chance to involve himself with those of organi
zation and propaganda. A year earlier he would have been delighted by 
the initiative as well as the roster of members enlisted by Feiwel. This 
time, however, he replied politely that department or no department, he 
had no interest in moving to Berlin and could be just as useful in 
Manchester.127 He had been delegated by the Vilna Conference to con-
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duct Zionei Zion propaganda in England/28 but when it came to an open 
conflict between the Zionei Zion and the territorialists in England, he 
was a bit uneasy. It was one thing to debate Greenberg or Zangwill within 
the ranks of the movement as an individual yet quite another to orga
nize a separate group to fight them. Moreover, he was hot quite sure he 
wanted to go into battle in die company of some of the English Zionei 
Zion, who seemed to have dubious intellectual and Zionist motivations.

On April 24, 1905, on the initiative of J. K. Goldbloom, a preparatory 
meeting of the Palestinian Zionist Association (Merkaz Zionei Eretz Is
rael) was held in London. Moses Gaster was elected president of its ex
ecutive committee and Weizmann, who attended the meeting, was a 
member of the larger committee.129 The main aim of the new organiza
tion was to help elect Zionei Zion delegates to the congress. "I have . . . 
joined the committee, albeit with a heavy heart. Not to join meant re
maining outside, in a difficult, isolated position. To join meant tempo
rary association with people who, with very few exceptions, have little 
in common with m e."130 It went against his principles that differences 
in the movement be resolved by creating separate organizations. If suc
cessful, Gaster would create a competing organization to the EZF rather 
than retaining the Palestinian Zionist Association as a lobby group within 
it. At the same time, Weizmann could not yet afford to alienate the vol
atile rabbi and reluctantly agreed to take part. But London also had an 
invigorating influence on him after the quiet months in Manchester. He 
was once again, at a center of Zionist activities, seeing friends and being 
flattered by invitations to speak in cities.131 Even before the formation of 
the Palestinian Zionist Association, he had tried unsuccessfully to block 
Zangwill from delivering a speech in Manchester; when his resolution 
failed, he immediately proposed that a second meeting, following Zang- 
will's, take place with a Zionist speaker. This resolution was passed 
unanimously.132 However, he accepted an invitation to dinner in honor 
of Zangwill, probably since it was given by Charles Dreyfus.133 The En
glish Zionists had standards of etiquette of their own, and even Zang- 
wilTs opponents appreciated that he was Anglo-Jewry's most presti
gious personality. Weizmann, on the other hand, did not hesitate to lock 
horns with the opponents of Zionei Zion. Unabashed by Zangwill's en
thusiastic reception in Manchester on April 8, Weizmann declared to the 
same assembly134 that he disagreed with Zangwill's every word. '1 spoke 
for three minutes, stating that if Moses had chanced to be in this hall he 
would have recognized his Egyptian slaves. Nobody protested, some even 
applauded. Yesterday . . .  I spoke against Africa before a crowd of 600, 
with the same success. A crowd will always remain a crowd!"135 A month 
later, at a meeting organized in Manchester by Barrow Belisha and Na
than Laski—the latter was one of the most prominent members of the 
community136—at which the speakers urged that East Africa be given se
rious consideration,137 Weizmann got up and told those assembled that 
"their enterprises were doomed in advance, as they know neither the 
people nor their needs. The 'poor Jews of the East/ having waited 2,000
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years for Laski and Belisha to call a meeting to render aid, will go on 
waiting without being unduly bothered by the resolutions adopted at the 
session." He was quite pleased with himself: 'This struck the meeting 
like lightning, and covered it with ridicule."138 This was the kind of re
port he knew would please Gaster, with whom he constantly tried to 
curry favor. Moreover, it was written in the style the Haham himself would 
probably have employed. It is quite unlikely, however, that a meeting 
organized by territorialists would have allowed Weizmann to "cover it 
with ridicule." Nevertheless, it took courage to present a different point 
of view before such a crowd.

Though it had clearly failed, the East Africa project was not yet dead. 
The Grosses Aktions-Comité meetings in Vienna from January 4 to 6, 
1905, decided that an extraordinary congress, to run concurrently with 
the Seventh Zionist Congress, would settle the East Africa issue.139 All 
factions now awaited the official report of the East Africa Survey Expe
dition. Money for the expedition was eventually secured by Leopold 
Greenberg from a gentile woman, Mrs. E. A. Gordon, who donated the 
necessary two thousand pounds anonymously.140 The expedition, com
posed of Major A. St. Hill Gibbons, Professor Alfred Kaiser, and Nahum 
Wilbush, finally sailed for Mombassa on December 28, 1904.141 After sur
veying the territory offered by the British government for almost two 
months, the official report was submitted to the Grosses Aktions-Comité 
on May 16, 1905. But prior to this date Wilbush and Kaiser had already 
informed Warburg, chairman of the East Africa Commission, that they 
found the area proposed to be unsuitable for settlement.142 Gibbons, on 
the other hand, remained equivocal, giving conflicting assessments of the 
area to the press, to Leopold Greenberg, and to the Foreign Office, but 
his official report reflected his own doubts as to mass settlement of the 
area.143 GAC convened in Vienna on May 22 to 24 to hear the report of 
the expedition and to make final arrangements for the Seventh Zionist 
Congress. It decided to recommend that the congress reject the East Af
rica proposal, though GAC also authorized a committee to be appointed 
that would confer with other Jewish bodies to determine whether they 
had an interest in Jewish settlement in the proposed territory.144 Fur
ther, the Grosses Aktions-Comité decided to recommend to the congress 
a triumvirate to lead the organization, composed of Max Nordau, David 
Wolffsohn, and Otto Warburg.145

The Seventh Zionist Congress was to open at the end of July 1905. 
Though GAC had rejected East Africa, the final decision was to be made 
by the congress. Thus, each side redoubled its efforts to elect its dele
gates. The debates and discussions between the territorialists and the 
Zionei Zion took place wherever Zionists resided and, of course, also in 
England, the unofficial headquarters of the territorialists.146 Like Ussish- 
kin, Weizmann was also pleased by Wolffsohn's election to the trium
virate and hoped that the latter might bring peace and harmony to the 
movement;147 this impression was strengthened after Wolffsohn's visit 
to Manchester on June 4.148 His aim had been to cool the heated tempers
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in the English Zionist movement, yet it was too late. While Zangwill and 
Greenberg attacked the East Africa Survey Expedition and the decision 
of the Grosses Aktions-Comité,149 Weizmann mounted a counter cam
paign, especially in the provinces.150 He took part in the semiannual 
conference of the English Zionist Federation, which met in London on 
June 12, mostly debating the resolution of G AC, and sat on the commit
tee which approved the resolutions, declaring that Palestine alone could 
be the goal of the Zionist movement.151 Weizmann never left the hall and 
participated in "everything." Not the least of his accomplishments was 
to effect a temporary reconciliation between Gaster and Greenberg.152 He 
worked hard to elect Zionei Zion to the congress; he even succeeded in 
having Berthold Feiwel elected over Zangwill in Leeds.153 Weizmann and 
Dreyfus were elected as the delegates from Manchester.154 Moreover, 
Weizmann's popularity had not waned among the Zionists in Eastern 
Europe even during his one-year absence. Thus, he received mandates 
from Kovno, Uman, Novorossiisk, Kharkov, and other places as well.155

He had more than enough mandates in his pocket but insufficient funds 
to finance the trip to the Continent. A year of hard work in Manchester 
Still left him as poor as he had been the previous year, when he traveled 
to Vienna to attend thé Grosses Aktions-Comité meetings; much of his 
modest income went for the support of four of his siblings. Yet he Vould 
not borrow money from Dreyfus or Perkin. He insisted on maintaining 
a strictly professional relationship with them, keeping up appearances 
as befitted a respected academician. Moses Gaster may have had many 
faults, but he was also a warm and generous man and even discreet in 
personal matters. As a fellow East European he could better empathize 
with the younger man's difficult circumstances. Once again Weizmann 
approached the Haham for a loan,156 which the latter advanced forth
with.157 With sufficient funds at his disposal, he could now afford to take 
his summer vacation from the university and participate in the pre- 
congress activities of the Zionei Zion and the Russian Landsmanschaft. The 
Zionei Zion had won a clear majority of the mandates, and two hundred 
of the delegates gathered in Freiburg-in-Breisgau from July 21 to 23 in 
order to prepare the resolutions they would bring to the congress. Weiz
mann was elected to the presidium of the conference, further solidifying 
the recognition accorded him by the Russian Zionists at Vilna. Ussishkin 
chaired the sessions. Weizmann was pessimistic about the outcome of 
the meeting, seeing only "great chaos. A mass of people has turned up 
of all shades, views and species, so it is going to be very difficult to achieve 
a unity of outlook . . . The meeting has a juvenile look, and so has its 
mentality."158 Nevertheless, after two days it was proposed that the 
congress affirm the inviolability of the Basel Program, recognize the need 
for immediate practical work in Palestine, and resolve that the Uganda 
scheme be dismissed and that territorialists be removed from the World 
Zionist Organization. It is easy to see Ussishkin's hand in these resolu
tions, reminiscent of those arrived at in Vilna in January 1905. As soon 
as the Freiburg Conference ended its deliberations on July 23, the dele-
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gates traveled to Basel, where the Russian Vorkonferenz was held during 
two stormy meetings on July 24 and 25. The three hundred Zionei Zion 
and eighty territorialists who attended this Vorkonferenz failed to reach 
agreement on the composition of the presidium and dispersed within a 
few hours.159 These sessions presaged the stormy Seventh Zionist Con
gress which took place from July 27 to August 2 and was. attended by 
more than seven hundred delegates, the largest Zionist congress ever 
held. *

The congress had two main issues on its agenda: the East Africa proj
ect and the election of a new leadership for the World Zionist Organi
zation. It was presided over by Max Nordau and five vice presidents, 
among them Wolffsohn and Bemstein-Kohan. Ussishkin was elected as 
a member of the presidium and Weizmann was selected as secre- 
tary/translator for Yiddish.160 The first day was devoted to a eulogy for 
Herzl, delivered by Nordau, who in the afternoon session spoke about 
the miserable conditions of the Jews in Russia. Alexander Marmorek 
presented the official report of SAC on the state of the movement, which, 
despite the crises afflicting Jewry, had grown to 140,000 shekel-paying 
members.161 The following two and a half days were devoted to the ex
traordinary congress on the East Africa project, which preceded the con
gress proper. Following reports by Warburg and Greenberg dealing with 
the British offer and the expedition itself, the debate began with a speech 
by Israel Zangwill, who skillfully defended settlement in Uganda and re
jected the report of the expedition. Uganda, he claimed, was in our hands 
and thus constituted the realization of half the Basel Program;162 Zang
will tried to steer the discussion away from a choice between East Africa 
and Palestine, promising that with Uganda in Jewish hands it would be 
easier to work for a realization of Zionism.163 One hundred and twenty 
delegates registered in advance in order to speak in the debate that fol
lowed, of whom eight, representing the various points of view, were al
lowed to do so. The socialist-territorialist point of view, emphasizing the 
social nature of the Jewish Question and the need for an urgent solution 
to the plight of the Jews in Eastern Europe, was powerfully presented 
by, among others, Nachman Syrkin, while the main spokesman for Zio
nei Zion was Yehiel Tschlenow. The answer to Uganda, said Tschlenow, 
is no! "The core of our program is to create for the Jewish people a home 
in Palestine secured by public law."164 To those who said that Palestine 
was unsuitable for settlement he suggested they go to Uganda.165

None of the arguments advanced in the debate were new, but they 
needed to be reiterated once more before the congress could come to a 
final decision. On July 30 Alexander Marmorek proposed a resolution, 
in the name of the Grosses Aktions-Comité, which basically incorpo
rated Menahem Ussishkin's resolution, as formulated at Freiburg, reiter
ated on the first day of the congress,166 and amended by an expression 
of thanks to the British government. The basic principles of rejection of 
any territory outside of Palestine and the insistence that only those who 
adhere to the Basel Program have a place in the World Zionist
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Organization167 was a clear message to the territorialists and Ugandists, 
practically forcing them out of the World Zionist Organization. After this 
resolution was overwhelmingly accepted by the congress,168 Zangwill 
made one last attempt to impugn the constitutionality of the verdict, al
leging that it ran counter to the statutes of the Jewish Colonial Trust.169 
When Nordau rejected his claim, Zangwill made one final statement, his 
last before a Zionist congress: "Herzl told me that the Seventh [Zionist] 
Congress will be the last congress and I hope that it will be so."170 Syr- 
kin was not to be outdone by Zangwill, declaring that he and his group 
of Zionists-sodalists were leaving the congress and urging all territori
alists to follow them.171 Zangwill and his followers were taken by sur
prise but had no choice but to follow suit.

The twenty-eight delegates who refused to accept the verdict of the 
congress, as well as others who joined them, immediately convened in 
a separate conference (July 30-August 1), where they decided to estab
lish an independent Jewish Territorial Organization with Israel Zangwill 
as its president, and with the support of Nachman Syrkin—who was 
elected to the executive—and his Zionist-socialist followers. The aim of 
the new organization as outlined in Basel was "to secure a territory upon 
an autonomous basis for Jews who cannot, or will not, remain in the 
lands in which they live at present. To achieve this end, the Organiza
tion proposes (a) to unite all Jews who are in agreement with this object; 
(b) to enter into relations with governments and public and private in
stitutions; (c) tö create financial institutions, labor-bureaus and other in
struments that may be found necessary."172 For a few months the Jew
ish Territorial Organization coexisted peacefully with the World Zionist 
Organization, after which it became a definite diplomatic threat; bitter 
controversies ensued between them, which subsided only after the Bal
four Declaration.173 Few thoughtful Zionists were truly happy about 
Zangwill's secession from the Zionist movement, and Zangwill himself 
was not eager for the break. He had toiled faithfully in the service of 
Zionism since Herzl's days. His brilliant style, sharp wit, and wide-ranging 
contacts with politicians and every major Jewish institution made him an 
important asset. Now that he was in opposition, he could—and did— 
cause harm to the Zionist movement in England and elsewhere.

But these were troubles for the future. The immediate problems facing 
the regular sessions of the congress, which convened at the close of the 
extraordinary congress on July 30, were of an organizational nature. Be
fore the final decision on the composition of the movement's leadership, 
the congress listened closely to the reports of Otto Warburg and Selig 
Soskin on the activities of the Committee for the Investigation of Pales
tine.174 These were followed, the next day, by Ussishkin's proposal that, 
concurrent with diplomatic activities and as a basis for them, the World 
Zionist Organization devote its efforts to systematic work in Palestine 
through multifaceted research, promotion of agriculture and industry, 
cultural and economic improvement of Palestinian Jewry through the in
fusion’of new intellectual forces, and a striving for correctives in the ad-
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ministrative and legal areas necessary for improving conditions in Pal
estine. He also called for rejection of philanthropic and planless 
colonization (Kleinkolonisation). The resolution was carried with a few 
amendments.175 After a great deal of public debate and behind-the-scenes 
dealings, the congress elected the Engeres Aktions-Comité, composed of 
Wolffsohn (chairman), Warburg, Bernstein-Kohan, Kann, Ussishkin, 
Greenberg, and Alexander Marmorek; the seat of the World Zionist Or
ganization was moved from Vienna to Cologne. 17t  In general, the elec
tion of the Grosses Aktions-Comité proceeded peacefully—until it came 
to the selection of the English candidates. Gaster was originally a can
didate for this body but met with great opposition and was dropped. 
Weizmann, who had been elected by the English delegation to the 
standing committee, was now, for the first time, also elected to the Grosses 
Aktions-Comité, together with Francis Montefiore, Joseph Cowen (who 
was elected despite stiff opposition), Charles Dreyfus, and Jacob Moser.177 
Gaster did not easily forget this slight and later accused Weizmann of 
not having done enough to get him elected to the Grosses Aktions-Comité.

Weizmann's role in the proceedings of the Seventh Zionist Congress 
was minimal. The stenographic protocol records his name only as a 
member of the secretariat and as a candidate for office. Yet for the first 
time he was elected as one of fifty-two members of the Grosses Aktions- 
Comité, a recognition of his genuine new status in the movement and 
an honor he hardly expected.178 A year earlier he had not even been of 
sufficient stature to be informed of decisions arrived at by the Russian 
Zionist leadership, and only half a year earlier he was made to cool his 
heels in the corridors while members of GAC met in Vienna. Now he 
was the Russians' most trusted man in England, with official recognition 
to boot. True, being a member of GAC was not the most elevated posi
tion in the movement, but Weizmann was a man of ambition and this 
was a beginning. Now, at least, he could demand information as his right, 
no longer depending on friends to throw him a few crumbs of gossip. 
Henceforth he could not be easily dismissed as a leader of a fringe stu
dent group.

By all accounts he should have been satisfied. His professional and 
Zionist careers were at last on an even keel. Any objective assessment 
of Weizmann's first year in England would have had to call it a great 
success, and yet—with the exception of his initial euphoria during July 
and early August 1904—he had been profoundly unhappy during these 
past twelve months, and for a good part of the rest of 1905 and 1906 as 
well. "What a difficult year it has been!" he wrote to Ussishkin in mid- 
June 1905. "The thought alone is frightening, and I couldn't go through 
it all again. You cannot imagine what it means for an intellectual to live 
in the English provinces and work with the local Jews. It's hellish tor
ture! I am left without a single sound nerve."179 The following day he 
wrote to Vera, "Each day seems an infinity—I can no longer do any
thing. Verochka, I am afraid that you will find that I have aged greatly.
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I have had, and continue to have, many worries and feel that this year 
has left its mark on m e."180

How can one explain these statements in view of his seeming success? 
What were those things which weighed on him, depressed him, and left 
him profoundly discontented? Perhaps the clue can be found in a letter 
he wrote to Vera three days after his initial arrival in Manchester. "You 
must understand, my dear, that every familiar sound reaching me here 
is three times more dear. I have to live among alien people here, among 
strangers, and at times one feels rather sad."181 TTiis basic feeling of 
alienation did not quite leave him throughout his years in Manches
ter,182 but it was particularly strong during the first period of adjust
ment. The abrupt transition from Geneva to Manchester allowed Weiz- 
mann to further his scientific career but demanded of him an emotional 
adjustment to an alien environment. The transition from the almost bo
hemian lifestyle he led in Geneva among student circles, in which he 
occupied a certain position of leadership, to the straitlaced and rather 
stiff formality of England was more than superficial. It also entailed an 
intellectual and emotional dislocation. No longer was he able to spend 
his evenings and nights in coffeehouses and private rooms debating the 
issues of the day. It was now work and more work and no one with 
whom to share his innermost thoughts. In England he had to keep up 
appearances with his co-workers and employers, pretending to be infi
nitely grateful for the opportunities they afforded him. His innermost 
thoughts could now only be shared with Vera by mail. His anger and 
frustration, his disappointments, and his complaints with respect to his 
new environment poured forth in letter after letter. His homesickness 
and loneliness were now projected onto his environment, with very lit
tle room for fine distinctions; he tended to paint everything black.183 His, 
observations are those of an alien without much sympathy for and emo
tional involvement with his surroundings.

England had been a great disappointment to Weizmann. The bureauc
racy in the universities and elsewhere angered him greatly. "No one 
hurries in England and wheels turn slowly . . . and this is why they 
have fallen behind. I must confess that we used to have false notions 
about the English and England . . ."184 Though he often complained of 
poverty, he himself recognized that it was not extreme; it was the im
poverishment of a young professional man.185 Social conditions in the 
society around him rarely concerned him, but on one occasion, when he 
was overwhelmed by a scene he must have witnessed that morning, he 
commented to Vera on the life of the British workers, which did not add 
to the glory of England. "Each morning I cross the working-class district 
of Manchester and observe the faces of workers gathering at the factory 
gates, monster that it is, sapping at their vitality all day long. What in
finitely deep life-drama can be read on those emaciated, pale faces! I see 
men going through life grinding their teeth, and I sense that they are 
right, .incontrovertibly! How horrifying!"186 A few months later he ex-
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panded on the injustice of the class stratification in England, while at the 
same time lamenting the lack of intellectual vigor in the society as a whole. 
"English society as such lacks the intellectual vigor one finds in Ger
many or France. The English labor movement, with one and a half mil
lion adherents, has not produced even one Jaurès or Bebel. The country 
is .governed by an oligarchy of the ancient hereditary nobility, and 
everything is made to fit the system. The main centres of education in 
England, Oxford and Cambridge, with their unrivalled resources and in
stitutions, also incorporate countless relics from the Scholastic epoch. 
People like us, and myself, particularly, find all this very difficult to ac
cept . . ," 187

Except for his first two weeks there, he never learned to like Manchester. 
From the very start, of course, he disliked the smog188 and the foul 
weather that persisted through a good part of the year.189 But his feel
ings toward the city ran much deeper than that. Only a year after his 
arrival, when he had already achieved some standing at the university 
and within the Zionist ranks, he was "frightened" of having to spend a 
long time there,190 and a year later, on the eve of his marriage, he wrote 
to Vera with resignation and pathos: "I am merely living out' the days 
I am forced to spend here, and shall leave Manchester with pleasure at 
the earliest moment . . .  we shan't be spending all our life among these 
people. We shall never be able to accept this kind of people, and shall 
always feel cut off from all that is alive in our own world. The realization 
that you will be obliged to live in this unattractive, cold and grim at
mosphere is of course the sole explanation for my dejection. But we shall 
do our best to create our own world, a world of our own dreams and 
ideals inaccessible to others."191

What made matters worse was the fact that he also had no use for 
local Jewry, non-Zionists as well as Zionists. "I must tell you," he wrote 
Menahem Ussishkin in typical exaggerated fashion, "that conditions here 
are frightful, in fact beyond description. You are dealing with the dregs 
of Russian Jewry, a dull, ignorant crowd that knows nothing of such is
sues as Zionism . . . there is no Press to speak of: the Jewish Chronicle 
and Jewish World are mean little papers belonging to Rothschild and Co., 
and the plebeian Yiddish press is even worse."192 He considered English 
Jews devoid of any aesthetic and intellectual sense: "There is none of 
that poetical tone perceptible in Russian Jewry, the poetry compounded 
of deep, centuries-old suffering that can be detected even in everyday 
life. Materialist, commercial England has succeeded in burning out 
everything exalted in our Jews, so that the creation of a Jewish intelli
gentsia here has become an impossible task. But it is dreadful, indeed 
agonizingly painful, to have to admit that all is rotten and condemned 
without hope."193 Toward the close of his first year in Manchester he 
summarized his view of local Jewry: ". .*. I have been disappointed by 
many things, first and foremost by life in England . . . Worse, however, 
I haven't yet managed to accept local Jewry. I am afraid that when I am 
able to, it will mean my own deterioration. It is difficult to accept igno-
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ranee, rudeness and triviality, and it is difficult to fight against .them."194 
He kept on pounding mercilessly at Anglo-Jewry.

With every passing day the people here lose what little interest they once 
held for me. Originally I used to observe them as one does something novel, 
but once I had seen them as they are I realized there was no point of contact 
between us. The Cheethamites are a mob, a rabble of the downtrodden, and 
those outside who consider themselves the betters of "our poor ghetto 
brothers" are in fact worse. Their Zionism is empty, a mere amusement. 
Obliged as I am to work in such a milieu after being used to something en
tirely different, it is little wonder that occasionally I want to weep.195

Underlying Weizmann's bitter contempt and disgust for life in En
gland was a deep-seated perception that he lacked any kind of intellec
tual affinity with those around him, whether in the provinces or in Lon
don. His only intellectual satisfaction came from his work at the university, 
but this was insufficient. He still lacked the status to associate freely with 
his senior colleagues. He had no real circle of cultured friends; it was 
particularly painful after the rich social life of Geneva. This is well illus
trated in the following letter to Vera, wherein he tried to explain the rea
son for his despondency: " . . .  I used to be concerned exclusively with 
scholars and students, people untouched by life. I saw the 'real \frorld' 
only when I was on the road, conducting propaganda, and even then I 
saw it merely as a pageant. All is changed now. Everything I see around 
me is 'real' and'So dreary as to be devoid of the faintest poetical haze 
. . ,"196 He was disgusted with polite, meaningless conversations and 
found that he was bored by those he met and with whom he worked. 
"The people surrounding me display so little understanding, so little 
sensitivity to the train of my thoughts and feelings! They disgust me. 
Even the period when I had no acquaintances seems preferable to this. 
Meeting any of them and sharing their interests for a moment or two 
makes me feel petty, and two hours of chitchat makes my heart 
ache . . ," 197

Yet there was finally a ray of light in this intellectual and cultural wil
derness. At the meeting on April 30, 1905, at which Weizmann ridiculed 
Nathan Laski and Barrow Belisha for their support of the East Africa 
project, one member of the audience clapped furiously. As soon as the 
meeting was over, he approached Weizmann and invited him to his home. 
This was none other than Samuel Alexander,198 a Jewish professor of 
philosophy at the University of Manchester since 1893 and author of Moral 
Order and Progress (1889), in its day the best systematic general treatise 
on evolutionary ethics in the English language.199 Weizmann jumped at 
the invitation of this congenial and erudite man and was not disap
pointed. The forty-six-year-old professor was a bachelor who lived in one 
of Manchester's more affluent neighborhoods. Weizmann wrote Vera that 
"his home is so pleasant that I immediately felt like an old friend. We 
talked till I a .m . (starting from 7 p .m .) about Zionism, about Jews, about 
a Jewish University. I haven't had such a conversation since I left my



256 Chaim Weizmann

own milieu and came to England. He is not a Zionist, but neither is he 
an opponent; he inclines toward Zionism and is certainly anti-African. I 
am very happy that I now have a friend to whom I can unburden my
self."200

Meeting Samuel Alexander was exciting, and with time their contacts 
became more frequent, slowly blooming into a rewarding friendship. For 
the time being these meetings could only occasionally relieve Weizmann 
of his sense of loneliness and isolation. On a dqily basis he was sup
ported and sustained mainly by Vera; until their marriage in August 1906, 
most of his letters were addressed to her; more than any other docu
ment, they reveal his innermost struggles and triumphs, his disappoint
ments and joys, his changing moods and achievements. Their corre
spondence from 1904 to 1906 has some resemblance to that of 1902—there 
are the same kinds of reproaches for failing to reply immediately—but 
on the whole the later letters also show a relationship that had matured, 
in which the initial passion had been somewhat blunted. The long sep
aration could not but take its toll on their relationship, and their mutual 
frustrations were intermittently punctuated by bursts of anger or petu
lance, especially on the part of Weizmann, who felt more isolated and 
lonely than Vera, lacking the sustenance of such friends as Berthold Fei- 
wel and Esther Shneerson, who in the summer of 1902 helped assuage 
the pain of separation from Vera. On the whole, there is little joy that is 
expressed, especially in those letters written by Weizmann. Vera, too, 
had her own problems. The result is a correspondence between two people 
who are extremely nervous, anxious, and depressed, constantly com
plaining to each other of their low morale, their nerves, and their wor
ries. The letters are permeated by a strong undercurrent of sadness and 
tension, which were only partially alleviated when they managed to see 
each other from time to time.

Early in July 1904, just prior to Weizmann's move to England, Vera 
traveled to Rostov-on-Don for summer vacation. En route she visited 
Weizmann's parents in Pinsk for the first time and was warmly received. 
But the atmosphere in Rostov was quite different. Her grandmother had 
died a short while earlier and her parents were also in poor physical and 
emotional health;201 her father was at the end of his days.202 While deal
ing with these problems, Vera missed a few days of writing. Though he 
sensed that something was wrong, Weizmann, righteously claiming that 
he did not miss a single day, berated Vera and her family for not writ
ing.203 The tension between Weizmann and Vera increased whenever they 
did not receive letters from one another, contributing to their loneliness, 
which was made even less bearable by the intellectual and social isola
tion prevailing in Rostov and Manchester. One of Vera's letters read:

Chaimchik, my friend, don't be angiy with me for not writing; I am pun
ished enough each time I read a letter, charged with worry and anxiety from
you. How could you think that I was putting you to a test? Is it possible
that you don't trust me? How can I atone! I give you my solemn word that



this will not happen again. I know that at the start of your life there, you 
are bound to have a rather hard time. Alone, lonely, no one to care’for you. 
Would I play tricks on you at a time like this? I embrace you and ask you to 
forget it . . . It is close to four years since we began to lôve each other but 
have had to live apart from each other for such a long time. So let's try, 
Chaimchik, my dearest friend, to ease the terrible time ahead of us and make 
it more bearable by sharing our every thought and feeling.204

The one cheerful note that made the separation a bit more tolerable was 
planning for the next time they would see each other.205

Both Vera and Weizmann had close ties with their own families and 
were anxious to find ways to bring joy into their lives. Vera wanted 
Weizmann to write to her family and Weizmann was insistent that she 
write to his parents. Moreover, whenever Vera traveled to and from 
Rostov, Weizmann tried to persuade her to visit his family in Pinsk, an 
obligation she would have rather done without. She did not feel at ease 
in his parents' house without Weizmann,206 but knowing Weizmann's 
opinion on this matter, she tried to forestall the inevitable with solid ex
cuses. It was not that she disliked going to Pinsk, she wrote Weizmann, 
but his parents would be dissatisfied with a short visit, and she pre
ferred to spend the extra time with him; moreover, she had to make other 
stops on the way: at his sister's house in Warsaw, with their frieryds in 
Berlin, and on top of everything else she was traveling with a friend.207 
But ultimately Weizmann prevailed by applying strong psychological 
pressure.

My mother is of course puzzled at your not being able to find a few days 
for them . . . My poor parents have had little enough joy during the past 
year . . . Perhaps you really find it unpleasant to be in their company. After 
all, they are my parents, and not yours. There's no need to tell you that I 
would have preferred you to spend a few days less with me—however pre
cious to me every day with you is—and that you should have gone to Pinsk. 
But you have deprived me even of the possibility of asking this of you. I am 
most fearfully upset, the tears are choking me. I felt very hurt and bitter 
after the letter from mother, who loves you so much. But enough. If you 
will feel like doing so, you will travel by way of Pinsk.208

Of course, Vera had no choice. "Chaimchik, I will stop in Pinsk and will 
remain there as long as my ticket allows me to. Only don't be sad and 
don't suffer. You cried when you wrote this letter. I know it. I shall write 
to Pinsk at once and ask them to forgive me . . ,"209 

Vera also had her moments of exasperation. It was difficult enough to 
keep up with Weizmann's almost daily letters. In addition, she was 
emotionally drained by problems in her own family, including severe fi
nancial strain,210 and the suicide, in February 1905, of her brother-in-law 
Maxim, husband of her elder sister. She was also anxious about her 
forthcoming medical examinations. Their correspondence at this stage 
reveals little genuine intellectual exchange; it primarily consists of re
ports of ongoing activities. In particular, Weizmann's letters to Vera read
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like memoranda for future reference. They concentrate on an intense ex
amination of their relationship. Reflecting honestly on her feelings for 
Weizmann after a separation of two months, Vera exclaimed:

. . . lately I began to feel distant toward you. I am quite serious, darling 

. . . The distance that separates us removes me from you, and I must talk 
with you repeatedly in order to avoid this feeling of aloneness. Chaimchik,
I don't want you to think that I love you less. No, not at all. But it begins 
to seem that we are not as dose, as though we don't belong to each other.
I too, baby, want terribly to see you, and the time gets nearer and nearer 
and shrinks even more when I think of the lovely days we shall spend to
gether. My dear friend, Fll make you forget all your troubles. I shall em
brace you, caress you, and for a few moments we shall live only with one 
another. All right, kitten?211

Just prior to commencing the academic year in Geneva, Vera came to 
Manchester on October 10 and remained twelve days. During her brief 
visit Weizmann continued his work at the university, seeing her every 
evening.212 The brief and infrequent interludes when they could be with 
each other eased the tension between them; such periods were usually 
followed by a warmer and more empathie correspondence. In the after
glow of their moments together they both remembered with pleasure the 
good times they had shared.213 But there were also specific issues around 
which there were tense moments. Vera, for example, was quite annoyed 
with the carelessness with which Weizmann treated her medical studies. 
During her sojourn in Manchester he had promised to investigate whether 
she could complete her medical studies in England. Weizmann could, 
when he wished, pursue a task with tenacity and relentlessness until he 
accomplished his goal. It was obvious that he was lax about the whole 
matter, sending Vera information based on casual conversations and 
raising her hopes for a continuation of her studies in England on the 
basis of very little evidence.214 Vera was incensed. "I don't want infor
mation from private sources, since I can't rely on it. This time I want to 
be precisely and reliably informed."215 She persisted in letter after letter, 
sending him materials relating to her studies, including recommenda
tions from her professors and other documents, but she could not move 
Weizmann to follow through on his promises.216 It took Weizmann three 
months to find out that she would need to study two years at the Uni
versity of Manchester before she could even be permitted to sit for her 
final examinations;217 two additional months passed before he informed 
her that the regulations were even more stringent in London.218 He ig
nored altogether her request to inquire at the University of Edin
burgh.219

In general, it is curious how casual and forgetful Weizmann was about 
certain aspects of Vera's life. Though they were bom within a day of 
each other,220 he forgot to congratulate her on time—two years in a row— 
on the occasion of her birthday, making lame excuses for this negli
gence.221 More serious, perhaps, was his total refusal to take seriously
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Vera's Zionist activities in the Hashahar group in Geneva. In letter after 
letter Vera reported the latest gossip within the group.222 She could rea
sonably assume that as a founder of the group in which he had for years 
been the most important member, and which gave him such a tearful 
farewell party on the eve of his departure for England,223 he would dis
play some interest. But starting in November 1904 he repeatedly ex
pressed a total lack of concern for the group's welfare. In mid-December 
1904 he went to Geneva for three weeks, stipulating in advance that he 
did not want to be dragged into Hashahar's affairs.224 A few weeks later 
he condescendingly wrote the following letter to Vera, who was now a 
leading member of Hashahar: "Your information about Geneva happen
ings made a very bad impression on me. I feel ashamed that all these 
people, who in reality are engaged in nonsense, nevertheless believe they 
are all the while saving Israel. What has our little circle come to! Ten 
members divided into twenty parties, each detesting the other."225

For the most part Weizmann and Vera were so obsessed by their own 
relationship that they could not devote much time in their letters to other 
issues. As the time between their meetings wore on, they interpreted 
and misinterpreted each letter or lack thereof: "Chaimchik," wrote Vera, 
"there are times when I get a peculiar feeling that something has changed 
in our relationship . . .  I can only explain it by our nervous state, yhich 
I ascribe to the abnormality of our life, the fact that we are separated for 
such long periods of time. I hope, Chaimchik, that you'll get rid of any 
such feelings.',2f6 This was a theme which obviously occupied Weiz
mann as well, one to which he constantly returned, trying to explain to 
himself as well as to Vera what was wrong. "Distance, and the period 
of separation, have somehow made you cease to understand me—I don't 
want to say love me—and I feel hurt, sad, ashamed and* sick at heart 
. . . Everything seems to be slipping away from me . . . my life is mo
notonous and perhaps unattractive; its everyday side cannot interest you. 
The glitter that enriched my life in former years, the old sensations, have 
vanished. I am old!"227 A few days later he returned to this theme: "When 
I was in Geneva my life was richer, eventful. This is what I meant by 
glitter. I was a 'public figure.' You 'forgave' me a great deal for the sake 
of those moments when I interested you as a public figure. Now it's no 
longer so. I have become a quiet and hardworking drudge . . . The peo
ple I dealt with, and deal with now, those with whom I live and on whom 
I depend, have nothing in common with me. I am doing all this just for 
the sake of our life together. Only life with you is meaningful for me, 
and it is only by believing in it that I can believe in my own survival. . . 
The moment my faith in your love is really shaken I shall consider my 
life as finished . . Z'228 Summing up his year in Manchester and their 
relationship, he wrote with obvious agitation a letter which reads like a 
confession, attempting to explain the reason for their estrangement:

You are mistaken, my dear, if you believe that there are times when I don't
love you so much and am as a consequence writing less frequently. As hap-
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pens so often these past weeks, I feel that if I set myself to it I could write 
you a whole volume, yet when I touch the pen I can't get a solitary word 
down. I have become so depressed, and feel that I look so much older, that 
I'm afraid of our meeting, lest it cause you pain. The year spent in England 
has left its mark on me . . .If you were to ask me the reason for this mood, 
which started last Christmas, I wouldn't know exactly how to define i t . . .
I find my surroundings stifling. I can't acclimatize myself to the life here, 
nor can I imagine that we shall live here permanently. I should like to work 
my way up to a professorship and then go to Palestine . . . I feel a stranger 
everywhere, all the time, despite my superficial adaptability.229
And yet, despite the occasional harsh words and disappointments, they 

found that their love had somehow matured. On the eve of the Jewish 
New Year Weizmann wrote, "I find, to my great and profound joy, that 
we learned to understand each other better and more deeply this year, 
faithfully and immediately identifying with each other in spirit."230 
Throughout their difficult and lonely separation it was clear to both that 
their partnership was to be a lifelong venture. Their friends—Berthold 
Feiwel and Esther Shneerson, Zvi Aberson and Rosa Grinblatt, Benja
min Herzfeld and Esther Weinberg—were married or about to marry. They 
watched enviously, but they also knew that their turn would soon come.231



XII
W an/ Adjustment

Throughout 1905 and much of 1906 one issue overshadowed Weiz- 
mann's personal miseries as well as his daily concerns with Zionism and 
chemistry: the fate of the Jewish people in Eastern Europe. By 1905 a 
number of social groups were up in arms against tsarism1—not only stu
dents, professional people, workers, and peasants but also gentry and 
liberal-minded businessmen, as well as elements of the national minor
ities, who seized the occasion to rebel against the oppressive policies of 
the Russian state.2 These groups were naturally joined by organized po
litical parties, such as the Constitutional Democratic Party (Cadet), the 
Social Democratic Party (SD), and the Socialist Revolutionary Party (SR), 
to mention only the most important ones. Though each was rent by in
ternal strife and was intensely competitive, these parties were united in 
their determination to overthrow or radically alter the tsarist regime.3

The tide of opposition finally exploded on January 9, 1905, in what 
came to be known as "Bloody Sunday," when the police fired at a huge 
demonstration of workers, led by the priest George Gapon, carrying icons 
and portraits of the tsar and singing hymns, marching peacefully to the 
Winter Palace to beg the tsar for help and redress of their political and 
economic condition. Scores were killed and hundreds were wounded.4 
Gapon fled, and by the end of Bloody Sunday the Gaponovschina was 
dead as a political movement. But the massacre led to a great outburst 
of indignation in the country and gave another boost to the revolution
ary movement.5

Despite attempts by Tsar Nicholas II to quell the ferment in the coun
try by canceling redemption payments, proclaiming religious tolerance, 
and, finally, by issuing on August 19, 1905, an imperial manifesto creat
ing an elective Duma with consultative powers, the tide of revolution 
grew unabated. The summer of 1905 witnessed new strikes and mass 
peasant uprisings in many provinces, culminating in a mammoth strike 
in October, at which point Nicholas II and his government finally capit
ulated.6 At the suggestion of Prime Minister Sergei Witte, the tsar issued 
the October Manifesto on October 17, which guaranteed civil liberties to 
the Russians, announced a Duma with the legislative function of passing
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or rejecting all proposed laws, and promised a further expansion of 
the new order in Russia.7 The October Manifesto split the opposition. 
The liberals and moderates were satisfied, while the radicals, such as 
the social democrats, wanted a constituent assembly, not handouts 
from above. The government began its counterattack with the arrest 
of members of the St. Petersburg Soviet. In the course of the winter, 
punitive expeditions and summary courts-martial restored order in many 
troubled areas. The extreme right joined the army and the police; right- 
wing activist groups, known as the Black Hundreds,’ beat and killed Jews, 
Poles, Finns, Armenians, and the intelligentsia. Protofascist in nature, 
this newly awakened right flourished on ethnic and religious hatred and 
was often aided and abetted by the police as well as the Russian Ortho
dox Church.8

For the Jews of Russia, the events leading up to and following the rev
olution of 1905 were punctuated by pogroms and ever greater blood- 
baths. As soon as he read about the aborted January demonstration, 
Weizmann's sense of the Russian way of coping with crises alerted him 
to what the revolutionary activities would mean for the Jews:

I am absolutely shattered by the news from Russia . . . As I read the news
papers tears filled my eyes—it is really terrible. Il sonne comme Vhistoire. Blood
stained pages of Russian history; that is, not only Russian but also world 
history and, partly, our own Jewish history too . . . Iam horror-stricken by 
the realization that this conflagration which broke out in Petersburg . . . will 
spread to the provinces, and that torrents of Jewish blood will also flow. 
This mixing of the two streams of blood, the Russian and the Jewish, fills 
me with fear. All day yesterday, and today, I felt as if I were going out of 
my mind and God only knows to what degree my nervous system has bro
ken down . . .9
What was particularly frustrating to him was the fact that he could only 

rely on The Times, The Jewish Chronicle, and other news services.10 He was 
anxious for more detailed information. Throughout the year he spoke of 
his desire to go to Russia in order not to lose contact with Russian Jewry.11 
Even Vera, who could attend the mass meetings of the exiled Russian 
revolutionaries in Geneva, was somehow closer to the events occurring 
in Russia. Knowing how anxious Weizmann was for news, she faithfully 
reported on those public gatherings. One of these accounts of a meeting 
which took place on January 26, 1905, is worth reproducing for the light 
it sheds on the atmosphere on the Continent:

There were three thousand people. All parties, nationalities, men and women. 
Professor Wice, head of the local Social Democratic Party, presided. He spoke 
beautifully and very emotionally against tsarism, Russian absolutism, etc. 
. . .  He was followed by Professor Milhaud, who also spoke with great feel
ing and very well. He referred to the tsar as petit-père, who always speaks 
about peace and disarmament and who was the first to attack Japan. Talked 
about the regime of absolutism, oppressions, but not a word about Kishinev 
. . . What was rather characteristic was a speech by a Russian social dem
ocrat, Trotsky. This is how he began his speech: "Comrades, I shall not re-
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peat what I have already said at our national meeting . . . "  Then he pro
ceeded to prove that revolution is made only by social democrats. His entire 
speech was devoted to showing the role played by his party in the revolu
tionary movement. At such a moment! It was simply disgusting! At the end 
he summarized his speech in German for the German workers who were 
present, ending with: "This is an international meeting, our language is our 
own—international. . ."; and just imagine, my darling, this Trotsky, I have 
been assured, is a Jew . . ,12

Though he would have given a great deal to be able to participate in 
the Geneva meetings, Weizmann dismissed them as bogus sympathy: "I 
can imagine how dismayed everybody is in Geneva, but all the 'heroes' 
stay put at the [cafés] 'Cluse' or 'Carouge' and other such places beyond 
the reach of Cossack whips."13 Instead he pinned his hopes on Tame- 
sada Kuroki, the Japanese army commander, and Heihachiro Togo, the 
commander in chief of the Japanese navy, and was delighted with the 
Japanese victory over Alexei Korupatkin, who commanded the Russian 
forces in the Far East.14 His joy over Russian defeats was open and un
abated; he cheered the Japanese when they won battles in Manchuria15 
or at sea in May 1905:

Verochka, what do you think of Togo? Were I a believing Jew I would cer
tainly see the hand of God in this terrifying defeat [in the naval batfie of 
Tsushima Straits]. Two-thirds of the [Russian] fleet destroyed, admirals lost, 
sailors, captains and some of the ships captured. There hasn't been so 
shameful a defeat in all history. Talk about a Great Power! Now all is lost 
and Russia will be compelled to conclude a shameful peace.16

His jubilation was premature. Even while it lost battle after battle on 
land and sea, and even while the revolution at home proceeded apace, 
the tsarist regime proved to be quite resilient. Moreover, the pogroms 
against the Jews were only exacerbated by news of Japanese victories. 
Religious fervor around Easter was another factor contributing to the 
horrors perpetrated against them. Every year, as the spring holiday ap
proached, Weizmann expressed fear that it would be accompanied by 
pogroms, thus continuing a time-honored tradition in Eastern Europe. 
This time around he had good reason to expect the worst. In a letter to 
Vera he confessed that "the thought of Easter drawing inexorably nearer 
makes me tremble. This time I shan't be at home but here, all alone. The 
prospect is frightening: my imagination will run to something terrible 
happening at home in my absence . . ."17 Indeed, pogroms were being 
openly prepared for the Easter-Passover season. They broke out on April 
17, 1905, in Vinnitza (Podolia), where the soldiers and police joined the 
mob in the killing and looting,18 later spreading to Bialystok, in the 
province of Kovno, and Melitopol, where the killing and piliaging of Jews 
was to a large extent contained by the Jewish self-defense groups. In 
Zhitomir, on the other hand, despite the valiant efforts of the Jewish youth 
to defend itself, dozens of Jews were killed and hundreds were wounded. 
This massacre was also made possible by the active participation of the
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army and police, which disarmed those defending themselves, leaving 
them to be freely slaughtered by the mob.19

The repeated resistance of Jews to the pogroms in many localities 
showed a change of attitude and consciousness within Russian Jewry.20 
A conference of Jewish communal leaders, which met in Vilna at the end 
of March 1905, founded the League for the Attainment of Complete Equal 
Rights for the Jewish People in Russia. Aiming "to implement in full 
measure civil, political and national rights of the Jewish people in Rus
sia," it represented the first attempt at a struggle fôr freedom as a Jewish 
nation.21 The Jews reacted to the pogroms by ever greater participation 
in the revolutionary struggle; but this made them a convenient target for 
the reactionary forces. Humiliated by defeat in Manchuria during the 
summer of 1905, the soldiers and Cossacks attained easy victories by killing 
Jews in Minsk, Brest-Iitovsk, Siedlez, Lodz, and Bialystok.22 As he opened 
The Times each morning, Weizmann realized how helpless he was to 
prevent yet another ravaged Jewish community: "Zhitomir was followed 
by Brest-Litovsk. It seems that a blood-stained tragedy was enacted there 
. . .  So many horrors still remain in the future. The period of Russian 
revival will be written into Russian history in Jewish blood. The Russian 
spring is for us a time of bloodshed. The projected reforms will exclude 
Jewish participation in the 'new' life . . Z'23 

The worst was yet to come. Following the October Manifesto, an orgy 
of blood was set in motion as if on cue. In the course of twelve days 
(October 18-29) pogroms were perpetrated by the Black Hundreds and 
other Russian "patriots" in Kiev, Kishinev, Kalarash, Simferopol, Romna, 
Kremenchug, Yekaterinoslav, and other cities. In all, some 660 cities, 
towns, and villages were affected—some repeatedly—by the pogroms. 
At the end of this period there were 876 Jews dead and 1,770 injured. 
Some 200,000 Jews sustained financial losses which amounted to sixty- 
three million rubles.24 The bloodiest pogrom took place in Odessa, where 
hooligans rampaged for four days. The Jewish self-defense group was 
sufficient to repulse the mob but was powerless against the army and 
police, which killed 55 Jews. The final toll in Odessa amounted to 302 
murdered Jews and thousands wounded. More than 40,000 Jews were 
totally ruined economically.25

Weizmann was oppressed by a sense of guilt which had gradually 
overcome him since the spring:

God, I am so distraught! I firmly believe it is a crime and disgrace to be here 
conducting chemical experiments while slaughter takes place over there. Those 
in Russia fare better: if their skin is in danger, their heart and conscience are 
pure, whereas ours . . .26

Two days later he returned to the same theme:
The pen is shaking in my hand, my brain refuses to function and everything 
is tinged with blood . . . Again and again, thousands slain, thousands 
wounded, groans, weeping and wailing. And such helplessness! And why



Wary Adjustment 265

did fate put us in such a situation that all we can do is observe from afar!
Why aren't we with them, with those who fight and those who perish!27

Unlike his reaction during the Kishinev pogrom, Weizmann was pain
fully aware of the disasters befalling his brethren in Eastern Europe. It 
was a traumatic experience which may have also deepened his guilt feel
ings concerning Kishinev.

What made it even more difficult to sit in Manchester, reading news
papers and teaching chemistry to Englishmen,28 what contributed to his 
sense that he was failing his duty as a Zionist and a Jew, was the con
stant and growing concern for his and Vera's family,29 who were dis
placed throughout Russia and Poland. Fortunately no family members 
were killed or wounded during the pogroms,30 though quite a few of 
their relatives had close brushes with the tsarist authorities. Vera's brother- 
in-law, Solomon Rabinovich, was a member of the Social Revolutionary 
Party and was about to be arrested when he left Rostov.31 Weizmann's 
sister Gita was engaged to the Bundist Aaron Hiller and was wanted by 
the police for having corresponded with him; searches took place in the 
family home in Pinsk and in Warsaw, but she had escaped in time.32 His 
niece, Eva Lubzhinsky, had been expelled from her high school in War
saw because of her revolutionary activities and had to be placed in a 
boarding school in Switzerland,33 and his brother Moshe and sister Fruma 
were imprisoned in Minsk for two months for their participation in Jew
ish self-defense groups. It was only due to the good offices of their friend 
Simon Rosenbaum—a member of the first Duma—that they were re
leased.34 Weizmann's brother Shmuel, who had the longest record of 
revolutionary proclivities in the family and was by 1905 a member of the 
Zionist Socialist Workers' Party (territorialists), simply disappeared for a 
while, keeping the family in the dark about his fate—no doubt to protect 
them and alleviate fear.35 Moreover, in the midst of the October upheav
als Shmuel married Bazia Rubin, a fact which brought little joy to Weiz
mann, who worried about their inadequate means of subsistence.36

Of all his relatives Weizmann was most concerned about his brother 
Moshe, who was still in Kiev during the fall of 1905. Even before the 
October revolution, disaster struck Moshe's father-in-law, Samuel Pet
rovich Rivlin, a well-to-do industrialist in Baku. That dty had long ago 
acquired a reputation for strikes and demonstrations. Troubles began as 
early as December 1904, when a general strike affected the oil fields, re
fineries, shipyards, and workshops. In February 1905, when Azerbai
janis and Annenians massacred one another, there were further disrup
tions.37 In September 1905 fighting broke out between Tatars and 
Armenians in Baku and elsewhere in the Caucasus, causing great dam
age to the oil installations.38 Like many others in the oil and refinery 
business, Samuel Rivlin was ruined by the upheavals in Baku.39 Thus, 
he could no longer help his daughter Zina and his son-in-law, Moshe, 
who had in the meantime a two-month-old infant to support as well.
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Nor could Moshe remain at the Kiev Polytechnic, which had been shut 
down by student strikes. Until Weizmann could help him transfer to Ge
neva to continue his studies as a chemist, Moshe went with his family 
to Pinsk.40 How to get the funds for Moshe? While vacationing in Weg- 
gis right after the Seventh Zionist Congress, Weizmann met Judah Leon 
Magnes, who was soon to become rabbi of the wealthy Temple Emanu- 
E1 in New York. Magnes promised to help Moshe with a scholarship. 
Alexander Marmorek of Paris made the same promise.41 Magnes finally 
came through with some funds,42 and in the spring of 1906 Moshe set
tled with his family in Geneva to study chemistry with Weizmann's own 
mentor, Carl Graebe.43

One way for Weizmann to alleviate his anxiety and guilt over events 
in Russia was to plunge himself, at least for a while, into Zionist work 
and the protest meetings organized in the provinces. Since his first pub
lic lecture in November 1904 he had gained a reputation as an excellent 
speaker; events in Russia made it all the more desirable to have someone 
who could better understand and communicate to the East European 
immigrants the implications of news items in The Times, The Jewish 
Chronicle, and The Manchester Guardian. The first organized response to 
the plight of Russian Jewry came from London. Early in April 1905 
Weizmann received a letter from Moses Gaster informing him that po
groms were imminent in Russia. At Gaster's initiative, a meeting of the 
Conjoint Committee of the Anglo-Jewish Association and the Board of 
Deputies of British Jews had decided to publish documentation on the 
fate of Russian Jewry.44 In a spurt of activity reminiscent of his days in 
the Democratic Faction, Weizmann wrote twenty-five letters to corre
spondents in all parts of Russia, including the Geneva office of Iskra and 
the Bund, requesting the necessary information:45 Gaster's hope was that 
such a publication of documents would help avert the dangers threat
ening Russian Jewry.46 Though Weizmann was more skeptical,47 he was 
willing to try anything that might be of help. He was, in any event, em
barrassed by his relative Zionist inactivity48 and was pleased to relieve 
his frustrations in meaningful work.

A few months later it became clear that the publication of documents 
would hardly help save Russian Jewry. As news reached England of the 
massacres following the October revolution, protest meetings were held 
throughout the country, with Weizmann also addressing large crowds in 
Liverpool and Leeds. It was, of course, particularly unfortunate that the 
Aliens Act had just been passed and was about to be enforced on Janu
ary 1, 1906; yet, curiously, Weizmann hardly touched on that subject. 
He maintained a detached view of the Aliens Act, seeing it as an internal 
English concern with which he, as a Zionist leader, should not get in
volved. On the contrary, insofar as British politicians—such as Evans- 
Gordon—were obsessed by the specter of an alien invasion about to 
contaminate their shores, they could possibly be moved to look with fa
vor upon Zionist efforts to settle Russian refugees in Palestine.49 In
stead, Weizmann's wrath was aimed at the leaders of Anglo-Jewry and
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their fund-raising activities, coordinated by the Russo-Jewish. Commit
tee, which included, among others. Lord (Nathaniel Meyer) Rothschild, 
a strong supporter of the Jewish Territorial Organization (ITO), and Claude 
Montefiore, president of the Anglo-Jewish Association. That body ap
pealed for relief funds, which would only be given under the express 
condition that the money collected would, not be used to bring Jewish 
refugees to England. A few days after he heard how the Russo-Jewish 
Committee had ignominiously bowed to the general British mood of 
xenophobia, Weizmann read in The Jewish Chronicle that the Anglo-Jew- 
ish Association had decided against holding protest meetings in Lon
don.50 Weizmann was outraged; he considered the actions of the Anglo- 
Jewish leadership "a second pogrom."51 Gaster was of the same opin
ion. Weizmann immediately began a speaking tour, denouncing the ac
tions of the London groups.52 Inspired perhaps by the reception given 
to his speeches, he conceived of an extraordinary and bold plan to shake 
the power of the Jewish patricians in London. He called it "a revolution 
within Jewry itself."53 In a letter to Ussishkin he described his plan:

. . .  I can declare that I have now acquired tremendous influence over the 
Jews throughout the provinces. I now plan to use this influence to under
mine the authority of the Rothschilds and all the gentry who have behaved 
in a base and cowardly fashion in this terrible hour . . .  *

As you know, the Lord Mayors called protest meetings throughout the 
country, with the sole exception of London. Earl Spencer (the future Pre
mier) [sic], together with about ten of the Cabinet and University represen
tatives, etc., will speak at a tremendous meeting to be held in the largest 
hall in Manchester on December 10. The Jewish speakers will be Gaster and 
myself. I have submitted, and shall defend, the following resolution: "the 
meeting holds all classes of Russian society responsible for the continued 
denial of rights to the Jews, who gave the Russian people their freedom. 
The meeting, together with English Jewry, which it represents, expresses its 
indignation at the cowardly behavior of certain Jews who consider them
selves to be the official representatives of the Jewish people; it summons them 
before the tribunal of Jewish public opinion for directly and indirectly sup
porting the Russian Government by providing it with money and loans" . . .

The preliminary committee concerned with convening this meeting (it 
consisted of representatives from all Jewish communities) termed my reso
lution historic, and declared that it meant war against the entire existing or
der in West European Jewry. Nevertheless my resolution was adopted (1 spoke 
for two hours and had a hemorrhage in the evening, as my chest was al
ready affected by the speaking I had done) . . .  we are at an historic mo
ment, and cannot afford to miss it. We Zionists can gain control over all En
glish public opinion. After the meeting a deputation, myself included, may 
go to the Minister and to the King.54

Weizmann asked that Ussishkin help draft the wording of the resolu
tion and send a letter of support.55 He put the same request to Max Nor- 
dau, Nahum Sokolow, Yehiel Tschlenow, Bemstein-Kohan, Max Man- 
delstamm,. Victor Jacobson, and Shmarya Levin.56 It was to be an all-out 
assault on the Anglo-Jewish establishment. His initial success on No-
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vember 25, 1905, in convincing the preparatory committee to go along 
with his resolution was as surprising to him as it is in retrospect, and 
can only be attributed to his powers of persuasion and the gravity of the 
situation in Russia. His boast that "everybody said that this is the begin
ning of a new era for English Jewry"57 was indeed not farfetched. But 
he made two serious errors. His information on the willingness of En
glish Jewish bankers to loan money to Russia was erroneous. In fact, they 
refused to participate in such loans as long as R u s s ia n  Jewry was de
prived of equal rights.58 More important, he overestimated the willing
ness of leading Zionists to go along with him. Max Nordau was the only 
one to send a letter, which’was addressed to the mass meeting and which 
included no reference to Weizmann's resolution; it merely called on the 
Russian government to pay compensation to the victims as a precondi
tion to the granting of new loans.59 J. I. Loewy and Nathan Laski, who 
were members of the preparatory committee, began to have second 
thoughts about allowing this Russian immigrant to attack the pillars of 
English Jewry in the presence of some of England's most prominent pol
iticians. Gaster tended to agree with them and also objected to the pres
ence of Evans-Gordon—who had played such a major role in passing 
the Aliens Act and was now a supporter of ITO—on the speakers' plat
form.60 The latter mistake was quickly rectified, but Weizmann still tried 
to salvage his resolution, assuring Gaster that it had been submitted with 
the approval of Ussishkin and Nordau and that he had agreed to partic
ipate in the December meeting only on condition that he could move his 
resolution.61 Gaster stood his ground62 and Weizmann had no choice but 
to acquiesce.

Thus his frontal attack on "our rich Jews"63 resulted in a personal de
bacle. For weeks he had been urging Vera to come over from Geneva to 
be present at his moment of great triumph.64 She arrived just in time to 
see Weizmann play a much more modest role in the proceedings. More
over, Weizmann's speech at the meeting of December 11 was not even 
reported in the press.65 Weizmann's embarrassment at his failure was so 
great that he did not mention it in any of his subsequent letters. One 
can only assume that his explanations to his fiancée of what had hap
pened were not very complimentary to Moses Gaster, nor to the "local 
rich Yids."66 Clearly Weizmann had been carried away by his emotions 
and perhaps also by a desire to be catapulted into a major public role. 
But he had bitten off more than he could chew and he seems to have 
learned his lesson: Next time he was going to lay the proper ground
work before launching an attack. Indeed, at the beginning of 1907, when 
he did manage to carry out a minor revolt within the English Zionist 
Federation (EZF), he did so with sufficient and prearranged backing, after 
weeks of behind-the-scenes maneuvering. For the moment his one con
solation resulting from the affair of December 1905 was that Vera was 
with him for three weeks.

As soon as he recovered from this personal rebuff, he turned his at
tention to another effort on behalf of the Jewish victims of the October
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pogroms. The Engeres Aktions-Comité, which met in Cologne in No
vember 1905, decided, at the initiative of David Wolffsohn, to hold a 
general Jewish conference in Brussels to discuss the situation of Russian 
Jewry. It was clearly an initiative by the "politicals" within the Zionist 
movement, who may have wished to beat the Jewish tenitorialists at their 
own game. It was most enthusiastically supported by Leopold Green
berg, who felt that this "is an opportunity we ought under no circum
stances to miss. It is the one thing that is now possible for us to do to 
show that we are working and doing something that is tangible. Even if 
the other people refuse to come to the conference, we shall have shown 
to the world that we are alive and that we are taking the lead in Jued- 
ische Weltfragen."67 Indeed, the major Jewish organizations—the Board 
of Deputies of British Jews, the Alliance Israélite Universelle, and the 
Jewish Colonization Association—refused to participate because of the 
conference's alleged Zionist character.68 The Hilfsverein der deutschen 
Juden participated, apparently in order to keep the resolutions in line 
with the sentiments of the large philanthropic organizations.69 The re
sponse from other such groups—when they even bothered to answer— 
was at best cool. The Russian members of the Grosses Aktions-Comité, 
whose opinion was sought, agreed to the Brussels Conference but were 
skeptical of its outcome from the outset. Even Max Nordau and Otto 
Warburg objected to the conference on the grounds that its failure to 
achieve concrete results would be more harmful to the movement than 
inaction.70

The eighty delegates who were present at the opening of the Brussels 
Conference on January 29, 1906, were mostly Zionists from both East and 
West, with a sprinkling of delegates from the Jewish Territorial Organi
zation, the Anglo-Jewish Association and the Hilfsverein der deutschen 
Juden. From the Zionists' perspective, the conference was a failure. Their 
proposals concerning equal rights for Jews in Russia and the creation of 
a representative organization for the Jewish people in which all organi
zations would participate were rejected. The resolutions that were passed 
were akin to those resolved at another, philanthropic conference in 
Frankfurt on January 4, 1906, to which the World Zionist Organization 
had not even been invited.71 The Brussels Conference resolved: to create 
a preparatory committee to explore the creation of a permanent body 
representing Jewish organizations; to establish a commission to explore 
settlement prospects in various countries; and to discourage Jews with
out sufficient funds from emigrating before they could be assured of means 
of livelihood.72 Thus, as a price for cooperation with non-Zionists, the 
Zionists were cornered into a most embarrassing situation, despite 
Greenberg's attempts to call the conference a success.73 In the aftermath 
of the Seventh Zionist Congress, it seems almost incomprehensible that 
the Zionists agreed to the second resolution, which was clearly in the 
spirit of the Jewish Territorial Organization. Moreover, the third resolu
tion complemented the decision of the English Russo-Jewish Committee, 
which* had decided against using its funds to facilitate the emigration of



270 Chaim Weizmann

victims of the pogroms into England.74 If the Zionists deserved some credit 
for their burning desire to help Russian Jewry and for their vision of an 
international Jewish conference that would deal with this issue in polit
ical terms, they also demonstrated that they lacked the necessary lead
ership and instruments of power to implement their ideas.

Weizmann's initial response to the convening of the Brussels Confer
ence was favorable, and it is clear that he was eager to take part in it. 
He even volunteered to use the upcoming holidays for propaganda in 
the provinces on behalf of the conference "once I have your instructions, 
which, of course, I will scrupulously follow."75 The idea of an interna
tional Jewish assembly had recently also been suggested in Manchester 
and very much appealed to him, provided it would enhance the Zionist 
cause.76 His enthusiasm began to wane considerably when he learned 
that most non-Zionist organizations had refused to take part. "This was 
to be expected and once more we have learned the lesson that any at
tempt on our part to conciliate the assimilationists can only lower our 
prestige; cooperation with these scoundrels is not possible."77 Neverthe
less, Weizmann would have taken part—if only to have a chance to speak 
with the Russian delegates—had he not been prevented from doing so 
by an accident in the laboratory.78 His reaction to the resolutions was 
acerbic and cutting; it contradicted his initial willingness to work with 
non-Zionist organizations and was obviously colored by his disappoint
ment at their rejection.

Greenberg thinks it was a success; I venture to disagree . . . The old delu
sion still persists that it is possible or desirable to cooperate with partly or 
wholly assimilated bodies. Zionism is losing its radicalism, surrendering its 
own moral strength and freshness to those semi-bankrupt, semi-rotten bod
ies without receiving anything in return.

Zionists of the brand of Greenberg, Wolffsohn, I mean the opportunists, 
believe they have contributed a folk basis to those bodies. The contrary is 
true—Zionism is becoming estranged, shallow and insensitive, descending 
from its democratic eminence to the baize-green table of plutocratic philan
thropists, and perhaps as low as to the back-door of the elements dead to 
Judaism . . .

Don't call me a fanatic or a narrow-minded man. Zionism exercises its 
Maccabean force of attraction and its greatness as a freedom movement so 
long as it solves the Jewish question radically, or strives to do so. The mo
ment it chases after transient successes at the expense of Jewish distress the 
gates are opened wide for the politics of the ghetto.79

The failure of the Brussels Conference may explain why it has receded 
into the backwaters of Zionist historiography. But even in the closing 
weeks of 1905 it received little public notice, especially in England. At
tention was now focused on the forthcoming general election, which was 
then coming to a climax. Arthur James Balfour's position as Prime Min
ister had become untenable in the autumn of 1905. Grievances against 
his administration—the Education Act, the Licensing Act, tariff reform 
proposals, Chinese labor, parliamentary tactics—had piled up. Balfour
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was losing the confidence of the country and control over the JConserva- 
tive majority in the Commons. On December 4, 1905, he resigned and 
was succeeded two days later by the veteran Liberal Sir Henry Camp
bell-Bannerman, with the understanding that a general, election would 
soon follow. It was set for January 1906.80 Balfour's resignation was 
probably a tactical device designed to strengthen Conservative chances 
in the general election by enabling them to fight unencumbered by the 
embarrassments of government.

It was during the closing days of the election campaign, on January 9, 
1906, that Weizmann met with Balfour, who was now fighting as leader 
of the opposition to retain the seat he had held in the East Division of 
Manchester since 1885. Weizmann's account of the meeting in his mem
oirs has about it all the ingredients of a good story and it is only natural 
that it has been widely quoted in Zionist and general historiography.81 
The meeting took place in the Queen's Hotel, Balfour's campaign head
quarters. Balfour inquired as to why some Zionists were so bitterly op
posed to the Uganda offer, upon which Weizmann launched into a long 
explanation:

I added that if Moses had come into the Sixth Zionist Congress when it was 
adopting the resolution in favor of the Commission for Uganda, he v̂ ould 
surely have broken the tablets once again . . .  the Jewish people would never 
produce either the money or the energy required in order to build up a 
wasteland and make it habitable, unless that land were Palestine. Palestine 
has this magic "and romantic appeal for the Jews; our history has been what 
it is because of our tenacious hold on Palestine . . .

I remember that I was sweating blood and I tried to find some less pon
derous way of expressing myself . . .

Then suddenly I said: "Mr. Balfour, supposing I were to offer you Paris 
instead of London, would you take it?"

He sat up, looked at me, and answered: "But, Dr. Weizmann, we have 
London."

'That is true," I said. "But we had Jerusalem when London was a marsh."
He leaned back, continued to stare at me, and said two things which I 

remember vividly. The first was: "Are there many Jews who think like you?"
I answered: "I believe I speak the minds of millions of Jews whom you 

will never see and who cannot speak for themselves, but with whom I could 
pave the streets of the country I came from."

To this he said: "If that is so, you will one day be a force."
Shortly before I withdrew, Balfour said: "It is curious. The Jews I meet are 

quite different."
I answered: "Mr. Balfour, you meet the wrong kind of Jews" . . .
I was drawn again into Zionist activity . . The conversation with Balfour

. . . was like a tocsin or alarm . . .82
Weizmann's record of the meeting the very same day of the interview 

is a great deal less dramatic and, no doubt, more accurate. "I had a 
meeting with Balfour today and had a long and interesting talk with him 
about Zionism. He explained that he sees no political difficulties in the 
attainment of Palestine—only economic difficulties. We talked about ter-
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ritorialism. I explained to him why this was not possible. We undertook 
to send him a memorandum."83 It was completely out of character for 
Weizmann to downplay an important conversation or meeting. He had 
made much of his conversations with the less important Percy and Hill 
in 1904, and chances are he would have faithfully recorded the conver
sation with Balfour—which he purported to remember many years later— 
had it been as interesting as his memoirs record. Weizmann made no 
public reference to his conversation with Balfour until thirteen years later— 
in Jerusalem.84 By the time Weizmann wrote his memoirs in the late 1940s, 
Balfour's niece, Blanche Dugdale, had already recorded the main ele
ments of the story as it Had been told to her by Weizmann himself.85 
Clearly Weizmann had made an impression on Balfour,86 yet it was not 
sufficiently strong to foster their relationship or help in the pursuit of 
the subject of their conversation. Not only was Balfour not "converted" 
to Zionism, as was later maintained,87 but he did not even respond to 
Weizmann's letters and memoranda, written in subsequent years, and 
refused to grant him an interview. It was not until Weizmann had won 
Lloyd George's interest in Zionism that Balfour consented to see him again 
in 1914. Why, then, was Balfour interested in meeting Weizmann in the 
midst of a hectic election campaign, and why did he spend over an hour 
with him while "the corridors were crowded with people waiting for a 
word with the candidate"?88

Blanche Dugdale has maintained that in the midst of the campaign 
Balfour wanted to fathom the reasons for the Zionist attitude to the East 
African offer and that Charles Dreyfus, his campaign chairman in 
Manchester, told him "that there was at that moment in Manchester one 
of the younger leaders of the Zionist movement, a Russian Jew, Chaim 
Weizmann by name," who could provide the necessary information. 
Dugdale then claims that Balfour "turned . . . very characteristically, 
for relaxation, to a subject which interested him alike as a political phi
losopher, a student of history, and a statesman . . ."89 Similarly, one of 
Balfour's later biographers maintained that Balfour's interest in Weiz
mann "had little or nothing to do with the electioneering then in prog
ress . . . Balfour, though he made some excellent speeches as the rain 
pelted down through the Manchester grime, had a remarkable gift for 
withdrawing himself and turning his active, inquiring mind to some un
connected matter . . Z'90 It may very well be that Balfour was intrigued 
by the final rejection of the Uganda offer by the Seventh Zionist Con
gress, which had taken place in July 1905. He must have been puzzled 
by the phenomenon of a persecuted people refusing a Nachtasyl, as Nor- 
dau had put it. Possibly he thought the Zionists were thankless people. 
How could his government, which tried to help persecuted Jews, be 
condemned simultaneously for anti-Jewish sentiment simply because it 
wished to curb the uncontrolled influx of such refugees to England? 
Moreover, did not everyone know that he pushed the Aliens Act for po
litical reasons—as Winston Churchill had pointed out in the Com
mons—and that there were even certain segments of Anglo-Jewry who
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were not exactly delighted by the specter of Russian-Jewish immigration 
to England? The intricacies of Jewish life and politics may have indeed 
occupied Balfour's "inquiring m ind/' but this does not sufficiently ex
plain why Weizmann had to be called in for an explanation a few days 
before polling began. After all, Dreyfus himself had attended the Sev
enth Zionist Congress and had even given an official report on it at a 
large Manchester gathering in September 1905.91 Surely he could have 
satisfied Balfour's curiosity on the East Africa project. It seems, then, that 
the timing of the interview could hardly have been coincidental and had 
a great deal to do with electioneering. True, there were few Jews in Bal
four's own constituency, but Balfour had a responsibility toward other 
Conservative candidates in other constituencies.

The turn of the century marked the beginning of a Zionist vote in En
gland. Every candidate in the 1900 and 1906 elections received a letter 
from the English Zionist Federation offering the help of "our friends in 
the constituency which you seek to represent" if the recipient would de
clare his Zionist sympathies. Both letters made it clear that Palestine was 
the goal. There were 143 positive replies to the 1900 circular and over 
250 to that of 1906.92 It is unlikely that the support of Zionists for any 
candidate in the period prior to 1914 had an appreciable impact on the 
outcome of the elections, but one must keep in mind that Balfoifr's sit
uation in 1906 was desperate enough for him to try to gain support for 
himself and his party wherever he could. Thus, there was some reason 
for Balfour to meet Weizmann. Moreover, as leader of the opposition it 
was his duty to enhance the chances of other party condidates in what
ever way possible. At the same time, Balfour must have known that the 
English Zionist Federation represented only a small fraction of English 
Jewry. Moreover, the election in any of the Manchester districts did not 
hinge on the Uganda issue. In the next-door constituency Winston 
Churchill was wooing the vote of supporters of the Jewish Territorial 
Organization by stating that he "believed in the idea of creating an au
tonomous Jewish colony in East Africa" under the British flag.93

Overshadowing the question of Uganda, which was by now a dead 
issue, was a much more immediate concern of the Jewish masses: the 
Aliens Act, which had become law in 1905 during Balfour's premiership. 
It is quite understandable that Balfour preferred to talk about Uganda 
rather than the Aliens Act; Weizmann's detachment from British politi
cal and social problems was such that he, too, did not raise this embar
rassing issue; though harsh on those Jews who sought to keep their 
brethren from England's shores, he could empathize with a gentile's 
motivations in keeping foreigners out. Yet, as was amply documented 
in the press of the time, for the Jewish masses in Manchester and else
where the Aliens Act was a major concern in the campaign. Few of them 
mourned Balfour's resignation when they recalled his role in taking charge 
of the act's passage through the Commons. It was the Prime Minister 
himself who not only moved the second reading but also sat through the 
many Tiours of the committee stage, when he made the statement that
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however disgraceful anti-Semitism might be, and however valuable Jews 
might be to the community,

it would not be to the advantage of the civilization of the country that there 
. should be an immense body of persons who, however patriotic, able, and 

industrious, however much they threw themselves into the national life, still, 
by their own action, remained a people apart, and not merely held a religion 
differing from the vast majority of their fellow-countrymen but only inter
married among themselves . . . some of the undoubted^evils which had fallen 
upon portions of the country from an alien immigration which was largely 
Jewish, gave . . . some reason to fear that this country might be . . .  in 
danger of following the evil example set by some other countries, and hu
man nature being what it was, it was almost impossible to guard against so 
great an evil unless they took reasonable precautions to prevent what was 
called "the right of asylum" from being abused . . . The truth was that the 
only immemorial right of asylum given by this country was to allow aliens 
in with whom the country agreed . . .*

Later in the debate Balfour once again clearly referred to the Jewish im
migrants in London.

What actually happens is that these foreign immigrants go into a small area 
of the East End of London and they produce the evil of overcrowding . . .
It means that the foreign immigrant first drives the British workman out of 
Whitechapel and then the small merchant has to pay the rates in order to 
carry out the sanitary arrangements and the Poor Law arrangements which 
are to remedy the state of things of which he is the victim. How Can you 
justify it? The truth is that the evil is not only great and pressing in these 
districts where it prevails, but is one which these districts are perfectly in
capable of dealing with unassisted . . .  In my view we have a right to keep 
out everybody who does not add to the strength of the community—the in
dustrial, social and intellectual strength of the community . . ,95
Whether Balfour could rightly be called an anti-Semite on the basis of 

these remarks is doubtful; his mind was too subtle and balanced for so 
extreme a prejudice. That he was ambivalent in his attitude to Jews seems 
more certain even to those biographers who are sympathetic to his po
litical career and personality.96 But to the tens of thousands of Jews who 
had in the meantime found asylum on British shores, Balfour's state
ments in the Commons were not substantially different from those of 
any anti-Semite in Stepney and Whitechapel, or of a member of the Brit
ish Brothers League. Even those who did not follow closely the parlia
mentary debates on the Aliens Act could glean sufficient information from 
The Jewish Chronicle—which had expressed surprise and disappointment 
at the Prime Minister's remarks—to turn them decisively against Bal
four's government.97 In light of the pogroms raging in Russia, Balfour's 
statements could only be interpreted as a harsh indictment against their 
hapless and persecuted brethren. From a political point of view, the Aliens 
Act could not have been passed at a less propitious moment. It is quite 
possible that Balfour's meeting with Weizmann was intended as a signal 
to the Jewish community, or perhaps—more modestly—as an attempt to
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win over a man who was regarded as having influence among a seg
ment of that community. Perhaps Weizmann could remind his brethren 
that Balfour's government had shown a sincere interest in the solution 
of the Jewish Problem. After all, was it not his government which had 
offered Uganda to the Zionists?

One politician who was quick to exploit the Aliens Act to his own ad
vantage was Winston Churchill, now a Liberal, who had just been brought 
into the government of Henry Campbell-Bannerman as Parliamentary 
Under-Secretary for the Colonies. Shortly after being approached by the 
North-West Manchester (Cheetham) Liberals in the spring of 1904, 
Churchill had assured Nathan Laski, a leading member of the Jewish 
community, of his opposition to the Aliens Act. His letter stands in stark 
contrast to Balfour's remarks in the Commons.

What has surprised me most in studying the papers you have been good 
enough to forward me is how few aliens there are in Great Britain. To judge 
by the talk there has been, one could have imagined we were being overrun 
by the swarming invasion and "ousted" from our island through neglect of 
precautions which every foreign nation has adopted. But it now appears from 
the Board of Trade statistics that all the aliens in Great Britain do not amount 
to a one-hundred-and-fortieth part of the total population, that they are in
creasing only 7/000 a year on the average, and that, according to the report 
of the Alien Commission, Germany has twice as large and France four times 
as large a proportion of foreigners as we have. It does not appear, therefore, 
that there can be urgent or sufficient reasons, racial or social, for departing 
from the old tolerant and generous practice of free entry and asylum to which 
this country has so long adhered and from which it has so often greatly gained 
. . . The whole bill looks like an attempt on the part of the Government to 
gratify a small but noisy section of their own supporters and to purchase a 
little popularity in the constituencies by dealing harshly with a number of 
unfortunate aliens who have no votes . . .

It is expected to appeal to insular prejudice against foreigners, to racial 
prejudice against Jews, and to labor prejudice against competition, and it 
will no doubt supply a variety of rhetorical phrases for the approaching 
election . .

Churchill was as good as his word and had played a major role in 
smothering the Aliens Act with amendments and forcing its abandon
ment by the government. Nathan Laski, Joseph Dulberg, Barrow Be- 
lisha, Samuel Finburgh, and other Jewish leaders in Manchester were 
naturally grateful, and Laski assured Churchill that "I have got a body 
of splendid workers together for you, and as far as our district is con
cerned—victory is assured . . . There has not been a single man able to 
arouse the interest that you have already done—thus I am sure of your 
future success."99 A few weeks before the fall of Balfour's government, 
the Board of Deputies of British Jews publicly thanked Churchill for his 
efforts to ameliorate the measures stipulated by the Aliens Act.100

Churchill's opposition to the Aliens Act established his reputation as 
a leading champion of the rights of minorities, which served to enhance
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his position among Manchester's Jews. During the election campaign he 
appealed to Jews in his constituency to support him on account of his 
fight against the Aliens Act101 and fully exploited his good connections 
with the Manchester branch of the Jewish Territorial Organization, in 
which Dulberg, Belisha, and Laski played a prominent role.102 North-West 
Manchester, where Churchill stood for election, had enough Jewish votes 
to make a difference, and Churchill used every opportunity to address 
public Jewish gatherings. It was during such an occasion, on December 
10, 1905, that he met Weizmann for the first time. Weizmann, who had 
been a member of the organizing committee of the meeting to protest 
the Russian pogroms, had also been one of the speakers. After eighteen 
months in England he could easily have addressed the crowd in English, 
but he deliberately chose Yiddish, knowing full well that his audience 
appreciated this gesture all the more in the presence of gentile partici
pants. It elevated the language to the status of a national vehicle and 
reminded them that their culture was a valuable asset even in exile. 
Churchill also spoke,103 as did Moses Gaster. After the meeting Nathan 
Laski gave a dinner party in honor of Churchill, to which Weizmann was 
invited.104 Churchill must have been impressed by the impact of Weiz- 
mann's Yiddish speech on the crowd and instructed his political agent 
to approach Weizmann and enlist his support for the coming election. 
After all, many of the few hundred eligible Jewish voters did not know 
English well and were bound to listen to the political advice given by 
local leaders in their own language. Moreover, Churchill's contacts in the 
Jewish community had hitherto been almost exclusively with the non- 
Zionist leadership. It would be a coup indeed if he could also move 
Weizmann to campaign for him.

Weizmann, who was usually quick to grasp at political opportunities, 
remained cool to the suggestion that he, a stranger to England, help a 
descendant of the Duke of Marlborough attain a seat in parliament. He 
fully realized his power to sway Jewish votes in Cheetham, but he did 
not think it wise to enter the political fray. For one, he suspected that 
the Liberals would not be much better than the Tories when it came to 
fulfilling campaign promises.105 Moreover, Churchill's close ties with 
Manchester's branch of the Jewish Territorial Organization was a serious 
drawback in Weizmann's eyes. Perhaps more significantly, Weizmann 
had little interest in British politics and British internal affairs to the de
gree that they did not directly impinge on Zionist aspirations. He delib
erately kept himself above the furious political activity around him. Writing 
to Ussishkin a week before the fall of Balfour's government, he re
marked that Earl Spencer would be the future Prime Minister; this, while 
Campbell-Bannerman was already preparing his own list of cabinet 
members;106 and he was unfamiliar with the correct spelling of Church
ill's first name,107 though the latter had been active on the Manchester 
political scene since the spring of 1904. He held himself aloof as a Rus
sian Jew in exile—a political émigré—who felt no sense of kinship with
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either the British gentiles or with English Jewry and could therefore af
ford to ignore the tariff reform crisis and, to a large extent, even the Aliens 
Act. In order to remain polite to Churchill's agent and, at the same time, 
cover his own flank, he decided to ask Wolffsohn for advice.108 Wolff- 
sohn apparently also felt that British politics were none of Weizmann's 
business and did not reply until January 8, 1906, informing him that he 
would have to get his instructions from Leopold Greenberg. Wolffsohn 
had written to Greenberg four days earlier asking him to use his own 
judgment as to how to proceed.109 By the time this reminder of his lim
ited power within the World Zionist Organization arrived in Manches
ter, Weizmann had already consented to meet with Churchill on January 
12, 1906—a day before Britain went to the polls. Like the interview with 
Balfour, this too seemed to have passed in an uneventful fashion. Its only 
concrete result appeared to be a promise from Churchill that the colonial 
secretary. Lord Elgin, would be prepared to receive a Zionist delega
tion.110

Weizmann's willingness to meet with Churchill did not place him in a 
delicate position with his employer, who was managing Balfour's cam
paign. On the contrary, Dreyfus apparently harbored sympathies for 
Churchill, though the latter was a defector from the Conservative camp 
and a vocal opponent of Balfour.111 Dreyfus must have been iware, 
though, of Churchill's overtures to Weizmann and thought it would do 
no harm for the latter to meet Balfour as well. After all, Weizmann could 
provide access to the Yiddish-speaking voting public as well as to the 
academic community. In the event, Weizmann showed remarkable re
straint and poise during both interviews, and there is no evidence that 
either contestant was able to persuade him to take part in his electoral 
campaign.112 There also is no evidence as to Weizmann's impressions of 
either politician's tactics during the interview—Churchill's open and un
abashed solicitation of his support and Balfour's more genteel and di
versionary, almost detached attitude. They had not left an impression 
strong enough to be recorded at the time, though Weizmann must have 
been flattered by the attention lavished upon him. One can only wonder 
if this second experience with prominent British politicians convinced him 
that in England Zionism and Zionist leaders could command some at
tention and influence. On the other hand, one can note with somewhat 
more certainty that for both Balfour and Churchill Weizmann was prob
ably the first East European Zionist of stature they had met. Approach
ing almost sixty years of age in 1906, Balfour was probably not swept off 
his feet into accepting Zionism after his interview with Weizmann; this 
would have been out of character with his worldly experience and so
phistication. More likely he was impressed by Weizmann's ability and 
energy and was convinced that Palestine was indeed the only country 
acceptable to the Zionists.113 For Winston Churchill the long-term lesson 
might have been the insight that, apart from the patrician class of En
glish Jews , he knew, there also existed a potential power in the Jewish
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masses who adhered to Zionism. Indeed, it is most likely that ultimately 
Weizmann agreed to meet both politicians because he saw it as an op
portunity to enlighten them on the merit and goals of Zionism.

In retrospect, it seems clear that Weizmann could not have signifi
cantly altered the elections either in East Manchester or in the North- 
West a few days before polling began. The Jewish vote was solidly be
hind Churchill, who won by a majority of 1,241 over his opponent, 
Johnson-Hicks. Of the 470 Jewish voters in the Cheetjham district, no fewer 
than 406 had pledged to support him.114 Balfour's Liberal opponent, 
Thomas Honidge, had also won a resounding victory, polling 6,403 votes 
to Balfour's 4,423.115 The local and national results were even more de
cisive. All Lancashire constituencies, which in 1900 had returned Union
ist members, with Balfour at their head, had now returned six Liberals 
and four Labour men;116 and in the new House of Commons the pro- 
government bloc totaled 513 members, as compared with only 132 Con
servatives and 25 Liberal Unionists.117

Weizmann spent January 13—the day polling began in every division 
in Manchester—traveling by train to Glasgow to attend the annual con
ference of the English Zionist Federation, which took place the following 
day. This poorly attended meeting elected him, for the first time, to the 
executive of the English Zionist Federation.118 It is curious that his elec
tion did not even seem important enough to report to Vera.119 He merely 
wrote that the territorialists had been routed at the conference.120 This 
was not true, though, of their general position in England. The "Zang- 
willites," as he called them, may not have been elected to the executive 
of the EZF, but in 1905-6 they were certainly a threat to Zionism in En
gland. Zangwill had managed to attract an impressive group of notables 
to serve on the British ITO Federation. They included Meyer A. Spiel- 
man as president, Leopold de Rothschild as treasurer, and O. E. 
d'Avigdor-Goldsmid as senior member. Even Luden Wolf joined the 
Jewish Territorial Organization and served on its international council with 
Clement Salaman.121 He also enlisted the support of Paul Nathan and 
James Simon of Germany, Max Mandelstamm and Isidore Yasinovsky of 
Russia, and Meyer Sulzberger, Oscar Straus, and Daniel Guggenheim of 
the United States. It was a more impressive group than Herzl had ever 
managed to enlist.122 The English Zionists dearly feared that Zangwill 
would manage to "tap the enthusiasm" of the same elements in the 
community which the Zionists were attempting to win over,123 and, even 
more seriously, that Zangwill would have an easier and more effective 
entry to Whitehall.

Closer to home, Manchester, too, had a well-organized branch of the 
Jewish Territorial Organization, which was established immediately after 
the Seventh Zionist Congress, in September 1905, and was formally in
augurated a month later.124 By December 1905 the Manchester branch of 
the ITO claimed a membership of five hundred.125 In July 1906 it even 
established a spedal sub-branch for Yiddish speakers.126

Though Leopold Greenberg had been given a dean bill of health at the
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annual conference and GAC meetings in the summer of 1904, Weiz- 
mann did not cease to distrust the latter's political and personal moti
vations—with good reason Greenberg developed a penchant for acting 
independently, especially after Herzl's strong personality had ceased to 
dominate the movement and hamper individual initiative. Immediately 
after the Seventh Zionist Congress, on August 8, 1905, and without proper 
authorization, Greenberg notified the British Colonial Office of the World 
Zionist Organization's decision on Uganda.127 Even before receiving the 
reply of Charles Lucas, an Assistant Under-Secretary who was writing 
on behalf of the Secretary of the Colonial Office, Alfred Lyttleton,128 
Greenberg had already embarked on his next step. In a letter to The Times 
dated August 24, 1905, he wrote that a British offer to the Zionists 
of some territory adjoining Palestine, such as the Sinai Peninsula or Cy
prus (!), would win the active support of the World Zionist Organiza
tion.129 This was clearly a deviation from the decision of the Seventh Zi
onist Congress, which rejected all colonizing activity outside Palestine 
and its adjacent lands. It was only after the fact, in November 1905, that 
Greenberg was instructed by SAC to investigate British interest in Jew
ish settlement in El Arish.

Weizmann had suspected all along that Greenberg and Cowen might 
stray from the resolutions adopted at the Seventh Zionist Congress.130 
Greenberg was managing the affairs of the EZF behind the scenes, with 
Sir Francis Montefiore as its weak president and Joseph Cowen as vice 
president. These devotees of Herzl could easily find a modus vivendi with 
Zangwill, whose absence from their councils they regretted. In any case, 
Greenberg's enmity toward Zangwill was mostly on personal grounds 
and, to a lesser degree, on political issues. Though Weizmann did not 
think that Zangwill would make much headway, he kept in touch with 
him, probably in order to be informed of his activities. After one such 
visit to Zangwill in October 1905, he noted, "The point is that Zangwill, 
whom I had always taken for a sincere but misguided man, gave the 
opposite impression this time: he is fond of his own image in the role of 
'leader' and paper king of the schnorrers. Madame [Zangwill] even had 
the insolence to tell me the following: 'You had three remarkable figures 
in your movement: Herzl, Nordau, and my husband . . .' " 131 Weiz
mann belittled the author of the King of the Schnorrers, but Zangwill's cause 
was given new life by the continuous pogroms in Russia (e.g., in Homel 
on January 26 and 27, 1906) and by Greenberg and Cowen's efforts to 
come to an understanding with the Jewish Territorial Organization. They 
also tried to pressure Wolffsohn to take a more positive stance toward 
this organization, resulting in SAC's decision, in November 1905, to per
mit them to enter into negotiations with Zangwill provided they first 
consulted with Wolffsohn.132

Weizmann was opposed, from the outset, to the activities of " 'lead
ers' such as Cowen and others, flirting with the territorialists for the sake 
of a 'peace', which no one needs and no one is interested in."133 Though 
he was eager for every opportunity to leave Manchester and "be among
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people a little,134 he was disgusted by what he saw happening to the 
movement in London:

I cannot say that I have come back very fortified. In this London hell the 
' condition of all the "leaders" is so revolting, and their hatred of each other 

is such that no organized work is possible. Gaster sulks [because of his fail
ure to gain election to G AC], Greenberg plays politics, Cowen is a snob. I 
also saw Zangwill. He has been very ill, is aging, exhausted, apparently dis
illusioned. He interrogated me about the possibility x)f receiving a conces
sion from the Russian Government for a stretch of land in Siberia—for the 
Jews; the most bizarre, most fantastic projects appear and vanish like mush
rooms. But against the background of Whitechapel's hell, all this demorali
zation in Zionism has an overall dreadful effect on one. I was glad to leave 
London, with the intention of not returning there on Zionist business for a 
long time.135

Of course, Weizmann was a moody man, and a few days later he wrote 
to Vera that "my meetings in London passed off very successfully, and 
in the summer I shall go there more often."136 Yet in the spring his dis
gust and contempt with affairs in the English Zionist Federation were so 
deep that he did his best to stay away from Zionist meetings.137 In any 
case, there was not much that could be accomplished at the moment. 
Though he sided with Gaster against Greenberg and Cowen, the Haham 
was, at best, a difficult colleague: He did not attend the Glasgow Con
ference of the EZF and refused to be nominated to its executive or serve 
as its delegate to Brussels. On the whole, he preferred to operate behind 
the scenes and go his own way. He demanded absolute loyalty to him
self and could tolerate no opposition. Gaster would have to wait for bet
ter opportunities to elect him as president of the EZF. Weizmann's visit 
to the Continent, from April 6 to April 23, did little to change his views 
or attitudes toward the EZF.

The only bright moment in his Zionist world were the visits to Man
chester by Menahem Ussishkin and Nahum Sokolow. Ussishkin came to 
England at the end of May 1906 in order to form a syndicate to help fi
nance economic enterprises in Palestine;138 he co-opted Weizmann, among 
others, to the committee, while visiting Manchester in the company of 
Sokolow.139 The latter's Warsaw daily, Hatzfirah, had just been banned 
by the tsarist authorities and he was without a livelihood. Never at a 
loss for ideas to launch new projects, he was now gathering material for 
a study on Jewish emancipation in Western Europe.140 Weizmann had 
genuinely warm feelings for Sokolow,141 whose daughter, Maria, had been 
close to the circle of the Democratic Faction. Thus he turned once more 
to Moses Gaster for financial help for his friend,142 and he also tried to 
arrange for a loan from Dreyfus.143

It was probably from Sokolow and Ussishkin that Weizmann heard, 
for the first time in many months, details of events in Russia. He had 
not visited Russia for the past two years and was eager for firsthand news. 
In April 1906 there were elections to the First Imperial Duma. Weizmann 
was pessimistic about its ability to function in a democratic fashion in
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the land of the tsars.144 He had heard, no doubt, that there were voices 
in Russian Jewry which counseled emigration. Others hoped that con
stitutional changes would take place that would lead to equal civil and 
perhaps even national rights for the Jews. In the event, the League for 
the Attainment of Complete Equal Rights for the Jewish People of Russia 
led the campaign, and a large segment of Russian Jewry took part—with 
the exception of the Bund, which boycotted it—electing twelve Jewish 
deputies representing the several ideological tendencies of Russian 
Jewry.145 The most prominent Jewish delegate in the Duma was Maxim 
Vinaver, who was destined to play a role during the 1917 Russian Rev
olution as well.146 Yet even while the delegates to the Duma were de
bating the question of civil equality for Jews,147 the Bialystok pogrom raged 
on from June 14 to 16, 1906, leaving eighty Jews dead.148 The commis
sion empowered by the Duma to investigate the massacre, which in
cluded the Zionist leader Victor Jacobson, reported unequivocally that 
the pogrom had been planned by the administration. The commission 
recommended the dismissal of all officials implicated locally, as well as 
that of the Minister of the Interior and his staff.149 But the Duma's days 
were now numbered, and on July 22, 1906, it was dissolved by the tsar, 
who alleged that it had concerned itself with matters outside its jurisdic
tion (Bialystok).150 Thus, the Duma brought no practical gains for the 
Jews,151 confirming the suspicions of the Jewish socialists, who had re
mained passive on the sidelines.

The Bialystok .pogrom had reverberations in England as well. Despite 
their public denunciation of one another,152 Greenberg and Zangwill found 
a common language in responding to events in Russia. The Jewish Chroni
cle of June 22, 1906, published an appeal on behalf of the latest pogrom 
victims. It was jointly signed by Sir Francis Montefiore and Leopold 
Greenberg, representing the EZF, and by Israel Zangwill and Clement 
Salaman, on behalf of the ITO. This appeal stated that the renewal of 
pogroms in Russia justified the contention of the Zionists and temtori- 
alists that a Jewish national home alone offered the hope of speedy relief 
for Russian Jews. The same issue of The Jewish Chronicle also published 
an appeal by Joseph Cowen to shareholders of the Jewish Colonial Trust 
to reject the resolution limiting its activities to Palestine and neighboring 
countries.153 Weizmann immediately wrote to Percy Baker, a fellow 
member on the executive of the EZF, suggesting that they and Max Shire 
and Herbert Bentwich, their like-minded friends on the executive, re
sign.154 He also consulted Gaster, insisting that "by their actions Green
berg and Cowen have not struck a death blow at the movement. . . My 
mind went blank when I read the letter . . .  I am determined to an
nounce my resignation from the Federation . . . What is your view? What 
must be done?"155 Gaster counseled Weizmann and Baker to withhold 
their resignations for the time being156 until the facts surrounding the 
joint appeal could be clarified.

Weizmann now saw an opportunity for finally removing Greenberg 
from the national leadership of the EZF. Yet his experience during the
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summer of 1904 had taught him not to attack Greenberg or accuse him 
publicly without investigating the facts. He believed that Greenberg must 
have had weighty reasons for publishing the letter with the ITO.157 He 
suspected that he had coordinated his action with SAC,158 which was 
indeed the case. Percy Baker was informed by Wolffsohn that the latter 
had agreed to the EZF-ITO move as a general charitable appeal.159 Un
like Weizmann, Wolffsohn saw no sacrifice of Zionist principles by co
operating with non-Zionist organizations during emergencies. In fact, the 
ITO-EZF appeal was a logical consequence of the Brussels Conference 
and its resolutions. Moreover, Wolffsohn's political approach to Zion
ism, one might safely assume, predisposed him to a certain sympathetic 
personal attitude toward Zangwill even if he rejected the program of the 
ITO.160

Still, Weizmann waited patiently for the meeting of the EZF Central 
Committee, which was to take place on July 22, 1906. That meeting to
tally repudiated the actions of Greenberg and Cowen. Yet in the period 
prior to that meeting Weizmann was again shocked when he learned that 
not only had Wolffsohn approved the joint appeal, but that on July 15 
he had come to London to attend a Zionist-ITO meeting called by Oscar 
Straus, of the ITO International Committee, to further discuss the reso
lutions reached at the Brussels Conference. That meeting resolved to ad
vocate large-scale settlement and eventual local autonomy in a region 
unspecified. Wolffsohn's proposal that Palestine and its neighboring re
gions be given first consideration in any settlement plans and be objec
tively considered was deferred for future discussion.161 This made Wolff
sohn an active and willing culprit in Greenberg and Cowen's schemes. 
Weizmann now understood that he had held false hopes when he had 
welcomed Wolffsohn as leader of the movement, trusting in his ability 
and goodwill.162 It would seem that Berthold Feiwel had, after all, cor
rectly assessed Wolffsohn some months earlier when, writing from Co
logne, he complained of differences between himself, as editor in chief 
of Die Welt, and the leader of the movement.163 Weizmann sat down to 
write a carefully drafted letter, warning Wolffsohn of the Greenberg- 
Cowen clique and their activities in England.

. . .  I learned from the Anglo-Jewish papers last Saturday [July 21] that you 
were in London last week, that a conference was held there, that resolutions 
were published, that Territorialist circles are now making capital of these 
matters, etc., etc. . . .

You cannot fail to realize that for us—I mean Dr. Dreyfus, Mr. Moser and 
myself—it was most unpleasant to leam from the newspapers alone what 
had happened in London. We were assailed from all sides with question 
after question, and stood there bewildered—I knew no more than what was 
written in the papers . . .

. . .  we are after all members of the [G]AC, your direct representatives, 
who are only too ready always, always—you have only to ask—to serve you 
with information, advice and action. Have we deserved to be thus ignored?
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And how important, how exceptionally important, it would be for you, dear 
Mr. Wolffsohn, to have an accurate picture of what is going on here! . . .

. . .  I am completely objective, guided by no personal motive, not resi
dent in London and so am free of the spirit of intrigue prevailing in the Sodom 
that goes by the name of Zionism there . . .

How nonplussed the Zionist following must have been when Greenberg, 
having attacked the ITO so veiy sharply in the Liverpool resolution [on April 
22, which upheld the Basel Program and condemned philanthropic efforts 
on behalf of the Jewish people], issues a joint manifesto with the ITO one 
month later . . . Place yourself for a moment in the psychological condition 
of an average Zionist who knows nothing about "higher politics." What is 
he to think of leaders who change front at any moment, who knowingly act 
contrary to the decisions of the Congress . . .

At the last meeting of the Federation, on Sunday the 22nd . . .  by an 
overwhelming majority of votes the Liverpool resolution was declared su
perfluous and pointless, a resolution in favor of the amendment of the Bank 
statutes was carried, the joint manifesto of the Federation and the ITO was 
deplored . . .

. . . But what is the situation in the movement now? No positive Zionist 
work, no proper agitation, no shekalim, etc., etc. These things are not 
appreciated. Instead, pride of place is given to political hot air, publicity- 
mongering, large mass meetings with speeches saying first one thing and 
then the exact opposite. It is pathetic how demoralized the movements in 
London. No recruitment, no loyalty, no faith in the leadership, confusion, 
bog. All the "successes" are worthless . . .

I am writing this with my heart's blood, dear Mr. Wolffsohn, as your [G]AC 
colleague, your friend, your admirer. How, for God's sake, could you as
sociate yourself, even though entirely privately, with that conference and 
mass meeting? Why did you not enquire also of us? Why did you rely on 
one side only? . . .

I consider any possibility of working here out of the question: any activity 
is frustrated in advance. We shall be reminded over and over again of the 
manifesto and the conference . . . the Federation Committee is collapsing, 
must fall to pieces, unless the situation is clarified.164

Clearly Weizmann intended to prepare the ground for Greenberg and 
Cowen's o u s te r  from the EZF leadership and for the annual conference, 
which was to meet in Cologne at the end of August. Wolffsohn replied, 
in the meantime, that his meeting with the ITO representatives had been 
blown out of proportion. Remarking that the English Zionists had to work 
with Greenberg, Cowen, and Montefiore until they chose other leaders, 
he also implied that Weizmann was being used by Gaster for the Ha- 
ham's purposes, clearly referring to Weizmann's strong support of Gas
ter at the EZF executive meeting on July 22.165 This allegation Weizmann 
was anxious to dispel: "I have acted in complete independence, without 
allowing myself to be swayed . . .  I fully realize that Gaster is embit
tered, but I am not moved in any way by bitterness or personal mo
tives."166 This was not quite true, since Gaster was carefully orchestrat
ing the moves of the opposition members of the EZF executive, which
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included Dreyfus, Baker, Shire, Bentwich, and Weizmann. Gaster's own 
preferred scenario was to embarrass Greenberg into resigning as hon
orary secretary of the EZF. Failing that, he was contemplating the crea
tion of a new Zionist federation.167 This strategy was crowned with suc
cess within a few weeks.

Despite Weizmann's exaggerated claim that since the Seventh Zionist 
Congress he had participated in "over sixty meetings in various towns,"168 
he was, in fact, devoting only a small part of his time to Zionist propa
ganda. Though he had been elected vice president of the Manchester Zi
onist Association in July 1906,169 he did not even mention this to Vera, 
nor the fact that he had been elected to a committee to approach the 
new Liberal government to modify or repeal the provisions of the Aliens 
Act.170 Except for emergencies in the Jewish and Zionist world—such as 
the pogroms in Russia or the EZF-ITO manifesto—he was not greatly 
moved to be involved in public affairs.171 The main reasons for this par
tial abstention was his dissatisfaction with his surroundings. He was en
joying England, and particularly Manchester, less and less, he shared no 
common language either with the Zionists or the English Jews he met,172 
and he still missed his lively Geneva circle and, of course, Vera. So al
ienated was he from his surroundings that, having nowhere to go on 
Yom Kippur, the most solemn day in the Jewish calendar, he went to 
work instead—probably for the first time in his life.173

He worked out his frustrations mostly in the university laboratory, 
where he was now a demonstrator and Perkin's assistant. Here, unlike 
Zionist work, success was achieved in direct relation to the effort in
vested. He continued to dislike the grimy surroundings at Clayton,174 but 
this was now a less significant factor since he could conduct most of the 
experiments for the factory in his own laboratory at the university, where 
his relations with Perkin continued to be excellent.175 He also enjoyed 
teaching large numbers of students.176 His one disappointment at the 
university was the long delay in his promotion, but this was as much 
due to his driving ambition,177 as it was to Perkin's constant dangling of 
yet another opportunity before his eyes.178 The fact that he merely at
tained the degree of master of science from Victoria University in 1906179 
and did not get promoted to the position of senior lecturer until 1907 did 
not prevent Weizmann from continuously assuring everyone he knew 
that he would soon be given a professorship, as if it were in Perkin's or 
Dixon's power just to hand him the position.

During the winter he had been making good progress in his work for 
the factory on experiments which Perkin had suggested as early as Au
gust 1904. With the assistance of Perkin, who had also been engaged to 
work for Dreyfus, he was getting very close to producing a marketable 
form of synthetic camphor, when it became clear to him that Alexander 
Meyenberg, the manager of Clayton, was sabotaging his work.180 Drey
fus did chastise Meyenberg,181 but the latter continued his scheming. As 
the process was nearing completion, Meyenberg and other chemists at 
the factory demanded that Weizmann's experiments be retested at the
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Clayton laboratories. This gave Weizmann the opportunity he sought to 
put his opponents in their place once and for all. He delivered an ulti
matum to Dreyfus, declaring that if a single experiment were carried out 
at Clayton he would drop the entire work and not touch it again. It is a 
testimony to Weizmann's stature at Clayton that "Dreyfus took fright. 
He came tearing to my home in the morning and began to explain. I told 
him that he is surrounded by ignoramuses and impostors who deceive 
and cheat him, that I require absolute independence for myself, [my as
sistants] Friedl and Bentley, and that we won't release a single piece of 
work from the College unless we have this guarantee. Dreyfus agreed to 
everything and now all is well."182 Indeed, all continued to be well. By 
the end of March Weizmann predicted that the actual production of syn
thetic camphor would soon begin.183 In early May he was shocked to learn 
that a German factory had taken out a patent for camphor five days be
fore the Clayton Aniline Factory, but fortunately it was a Spekulations- 
Patent and "completely worthless."184

One episode connected with the camphor experiments, however, al
most resulted in a serious tragedy. In mid-January 1906 a student in the 
laboratory blundered by working with an impure chemical substance that 
subsequently exploded. The 250-degree liquid from the beaker poured 
over Weizmann's left hand.185 The wound was much deeper and^more 
serious than he had imagined at first and took six weeks to heal.186 He 
was confined to his lodgings for a while, and even though from the very 
first day one of his lab boys came to dress him in the morning and one 
of his assistants put him to bed at night,187 he complained that none of 
the Zionists had come to visit him.188 But he was too quick to pass judg
ment. A few days later he reported to Vera:

I was unfair to the Zionists when I said they don't come to see me; nobody 
knew. As soon as they found out they began coming, even a little too much. 
Mr. and Mme. Dreyfus visit me almost daily. Perkin came again today, but 
didn't find me, as I was at the College. Weinreb and Friedl are nice. They 
send you their kindest regards and always ask about you. The same is true 
of Benfey and Mme., who insist on my moving in with them. I shall go to 
their home on Saturday and Sunday. Even Meyenberg came yesterday.189

The recovery was slow and his friends continued to care for him. At the 
beginning of February he was again confined to his bed, where he ex
perienced unbearable pain and suffering through endless and sleepless 
nights. "Opening my eyes this morning I suddenly saw Dr. Dreyfus by 
my bed. I find this warm sympathy very touching. Perkin came to see 
me today with a cab. He took me out for a while, and this was very 
pleasant."190

This incident clearly illustrates that Weizmann was not as isolated as 
he sometimes liked to suggest. Over a period of eighteen months he had 
built around him a coterie of friends, assistants, and collaborators who 
cared about his well-being. Apart from professional medical care, they 
saw to it that all his needs were met over a relatively long period of time.
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The accident in the laboratory also reveals somethihg of Weizmann's re
lations with Vera. In the first ten letters after the accident, he tried to 
minimize both the wound and the pain, protecting her from the truth in 
the paternalistic tone which he often adopted toward her. It was only 
three weeks after the accident that he finally admitted to’her: "It is hard 
to imagine how much I have suffered all this time—more than three 
weeks."191 On the other hand—and this is very much in character—he 
tended to greatly exaggerate his injury when writing to his friends. To 
Judah Leon Magnes he wrote, "There was an explosion in my laboratory 
and I was badly injured. Both my hands were severely affected, the right 
less than the left, luckily. But my bums were so severe that I was in 
danger of losing the latter. I had to stay in bed for three weeks . . . Now 
the right hand is completely healed, the left still bandaged and I am out 
of my sickroom."192

Vera could hardly afford to spend too much time worrying about 
Weizmann's hand, though she suspected all along that he was not tell
ing her the whole truth. She was undergoing her own purgatory of ex
aminations, "attacks of nerves," and headaches; she was more moody 
and on edge than ever before and was constantly advised by her fi
ancé—quite thoughtlessly—to take care of herself and rest. The ordeal 
was finished when she finally became a doctor in May 1906. Whqn the 
news reached Weizmann he took his three closest colleagues—Weinreb, 
Friedl, and Bentley—for a drink at the Midland Hotel.193 During the last 
week of May 1906 Vera boarded a train for Rostov—not without Weiz
mann trying to persuade her again to visit his family in Pinsk.194 This 
time he was unsuccessful. The news that came from the Khatzman house 
in Rostov was alarming, and Vera was in a hurry to see her family, only 
to learn upon her arrival that her father had passed away a day ear
lier.195

Nothing seemed to stand in the way of a marriage now. In early June 
Weizmann made up his mind that the wedding would take place in Au
gust,196 and though Vera's belongings from Geneva had begun to arrive 
in Manchester, he was slow to inform her of his final plans.197 On the 
other hand, his acquaintances in Manchester were told of his impending 
marriage; at the end of the semester a student delegation arrived at 
Weizman's lab to inquire of his wishes for a wedding gift.198 It was not 
that Weizmann got cold feet at the last moment; on the contrary, he was 
longing for a life together with Vera, in which "everything will be dif
ferent, much better."199 The problem was to find a place where the for
malities for the wedding could be easily arranged and which would be 
agreeable to the dispersed members of the family. Weizmann would have 
preferred Switzerland, but the formalities there were too complicated for 
nonresidents.200 His parents ruled out Warsaw because Ozer Weizmann 
was no longer on good terms with his son in law Chaim Lubzhinsky, 
ever since Feivel Weizmann had divorced Lubzhinsky's sister, Fanya.201 
A compromise solution was suggested by Weizmann's sister Miriam: 
Zoppot, near Danzig.202 By the time everyone agreed to this it was al-
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ready July 30, and the final formalities had to be hurriedly arranged by 
Weizmann at thé very last moment.203

On August 23, 1906, a few members of Weizmann's family gathered 
at the small synagogue in Zoppot. The party included: his parents, Ozer 
and Rachel Leah Weizmann; his elder brother Feivel; and his sister Mir
iam Lubzhinsky.204 No member of Vera's family could make it to the 
wedding, which was performed according to the traditional Jewish rite. 
All in all, after nearly six years of waiting, it seems that the wedding in 
Zoppot passed in a rather subdued mood.205 *

Two days later they left Zoppot for Cologne, where Weizmann at
tended the annual conference from August 28 to 31. It was hardly a hon
eymoon, with Weizmann returning to the hotel room in the small hours 
of the morning, sheepishly bringing Vera an offering of flowers and 
fruit.206 It was only after the Zionist meetings were over that they bought 
third-class tickets to travel up the Rhine.207



XIII
The Theory and Practice 

of Synthetic Zionism

The forty-one men attending the annual conference at Cologne (August 
28-31, 1906) could hardly have been impressed by David Wolffsohn's 
report on the SACs activities during the past year. He informed them 
about the movement's efforts on behalf of East European Jewry, the out
come of the Brussels Conference, which he called a success,1 and the 
establishment of a branch of the Anglo-Palestine Company in Beirut. 
Wolffsohn also emphasized the ever greater role of the bank in Zionist 
affairs. These achievements were viewed as quite meager by those at
tending the conference. In addition, the general financial situation of the 
movement was less than rosy due to a declining shekel income. Wolff
sohn ended his report with an optimistic survey of the various Zionist 
federations around the world.2 The discussion which ensued did not 
produce any new information, since Wolffsohn refused to elaborate in 
public on political activities. The only excitement during the first day came 
when Joseph Cowen heatedly defended his opposition to any changes 
in the statutes of the bank. There followed unsuccessful demands for his 
ouster from the directorate of the bank, while the changes were ap
proved in conformity with the decisions of the Seventh Zionist Con
gress. Weizmann entered the controversy with a plea for greater in
volvement of the bank in Palestine at the expense of new branches in 
neighboring territories.3

The central theme of the annual conference revolved around the inter
pretation of the resolutions of the Seventh Zionist Congress, which had 
been an amended version of that made in Freiburg in July 1905. The 
Seventh Zionist Congress had resolved to systematically consolidate Zi
onist positions in Palestine in concert with political and diplomatic ac
tion. This was to be accomplished by means of the following: compre
hensive research; advancement in agriculture and industry; the cultural 
and economic organization of Palestinian Jewry by an infusion of new 
intellectual forces; the introduction of administrative and legal reforms. 
All unsystematic and philanthropic small-scale colonization was deci
sively rejected.4

The final formulation of the resolutions at the Seventh Zionist Con-
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gress had been the joint effort of Alexander Marmorek—who had sug
gested the amendments on behalf of the "politicals"—and of Ussishkin.5 
At the annual conference they violently disagreed over their interpreta
tion. The catalyst for this dispute was Ussishkin's proposals for the es
tablishment of a fund for land purchase and the creation of an agrarian 
bank. Marmorek saw these proposals as a deviation from the resolutions 
of the Seventh Zionist Congress and a return to Hovevei Zion methods. 
He argued that the Commission for the Investigation of Palestine, headed 
by Warburg, was only empowered to engage irf research, not in eco
nomic activities. He also claimed that the Jewish National Fund had not 
been set up to found commercial enterprises.6

Weizmann entered the fray in support of Warburg and Ussishkin. He 
moved the discussion onto a broader philosophical plane in which he 
examined the interplay between political activities and practical work. 
Taking his cue from Berthold Feiwel, Weizmann, too, suggested that 
passive resistance to work in Palestine pervaded SAC. This, he claimed, 
was a widespread feeling in the movement as well as among those pre
sent at the annual conference. A dichotomy existed between the wishes 
of the masses and the leadership: Referring to Marmorek's charges, he 
continued:

The slightest work in Palestine is often condemned as Hovevei Zionism. I 
can understand if one considers certain work in Palestine as insufficient or 
wrong. But the politicians here present, who constantly speak of their de
votion to Palestine, cannot be content with total lack of initiative in regard 
to work in Palestine while emphatically stressing their disapproval of the 
performance of the Palestine Commission. I am not one of those who dis
parage political work as such; on the contrary, I am completely in favor of 
exploiting political opportunities in order to achieve our goal.7

But political work was not sufficient; it had to be based on concrete and 
practical achievements. Borrowing Leopold Greenberg's metaphor, which 
likened Zionism to a tunnel which had to be dug from both ends, Weiz
mann firmly believed in the need to pursue political and practical Zion
ism at one and the same time. As the foundations of practical work were 
strengthened, the chances for a successful political work would be in
creased.8

The immediate impact of the debate that followed Weizmann's speech 
was the acceptance of Ussishkin's suggestions to explore the possibilities 
of founding a mortgage bank and of establishing a land-purchase fund. 
For Weizmann, his speech at the annual conference marked the first time 
in which he publicly developed the principles of what would soon come 
to be known as "synthetic âonism." He would develop it further at the 
EZF annual meeting in Birmingham in February 1907, and at the World 
Zionist Congress in The Hague in August of that year. The fact that he 
was willing to challenge Alexander Marmorek, a member of SAC, shows 
that he felt confident in his abilities and was unafraid to voice an opin
ion not popular with the majority of the executive.9 Weizmann's speech



drew him even closer to the circle around Ussishkin and marked him as 
one of the outspoken proponents of "practical" Zionism. His success at 
the annual meeting also encouraged him to openly challenge the lead
ership of the EZF, a goal toward which he began working immediately 
upon his return to Manchester.

Weizmann's aim to oust from the leadership of the EZF those he con
sidered purely political Zionists and to install "practicals" reflected sim
ilar trends in the movement. The most important expression of the 
changing orientation in the movement was expressed in the third con
ference of Russian Zionists/ which was held from December 4 to 10, 1906, 
in Helsingfors (Helsinki), in the Grand Duchy of Finland, safe from the 
harassment of the Russian police. Some of Russia's leading Zionists, such 
as Ussishkin, Simon Rosenbaum, Jacob Bemstein-Kohan, and Vladimir 
Tyomkin, were absent from its proceedings,10 but younger, energetic 
men—particularly Abraham Idelson, Yitzhak Gruenbaum, and Vladimir 
Jabotinsky—meticulously laid the groundwork for the seventy-two par
ticipants from fifty-six cities, thereby contributing to its success.11 The 
Helsingfors Conference is best known for its emphasis on Gegenwartsar
beit, that is, its resolutions on political work for the Jewish masses in the 
Diaspora, while rejecting what the delegates called "catastrophic Zion
ism."12 The delegates interpreted the Basel Program as a directive tp Zi
onists to organize the Jewish masses in the Diaspora as a national mi
nority and lead them in the Zionist spirit. They felt that such activity 
would strengthen Diaspora Jewry and provide it with new cultural, ma
terial, and political means in its struggle for the creation of a sound na
tional life in Eretz Israel. They called for a liberalized, democratic Russia 
with wide, autonomous rights for its non-Russian peoples, including the 
Jewish nation, which, through a comprehensive organizational frame
work, would exercise its political rights and cultural, educational, and, 
in certain respects, even administrative autonomy both in Hebrew and 
Yiddish. It was the firm belief of those assembled that such a program 
would transform Zionism from an activity remote from the Jewish masses 
and confined to the diplomatic and pioneering sphere into a dynamic 
movement concerned with the actual needs of the Jews, particularly in 
Russia.13

This program could be implemented in Russia only after 1917—albeit 
for a very brief period. For the immediate future the first part of the Hel
singfors Program was much more significant for the impact it had on the 
course of the Zionist movement. Yehiel Tschlenow, the chairman of the 
conference, gave the tone to the discussion in his speech on the direc
tion and goals of political Zionism and the current tasks awaiting the 
movement. He emphasized the failure of political Zionism and its ne
glect of practical work in Palestine. He called for the immediate creation 
in Palestine of agricultural and commercial enterprises.14 Those who spoke 
after Tschlenow (e.g., Boris Goldberg and Daniel Pasmanik) elaborated 
on his practical suggestions and analysis. It was also here that the law
yer Simbn Weissenberg, a delegate from St. Petersburg, first used the
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term "synthesis" to explain the new direction in Zionism: The Hibbat 
Zion represented the "thesis," Herzlian diplomacy came as the "anti
thesis," while "synthetic Zionism" reconciled these conflicting direc
tions in the movement, embracing and streamlining both in the common 
service of the Zionist movement.15 The resolutions at the Helsingfors 
Conference concerning practical work in Palestine clearly charted a new 
course.

Recognizing that the manifold development of our positions in Eretz Israel 
and the systematic preparation of the land itself as a safe haven secured by 
public law for the Jewish people constitute, according to the first paragraph 
of the Basel Program, the principal and organic elements of Zionism's polit
ical aim;

That inactivity coupled with future expectations could damage the stabil
ity and productivity of our movement;

That without concrete achievements in this direction our political-diplomatic 
struggle for Eretz Israel will be devoid of the necessary weight and actual 
force—

This conference has resolved to demand of our executive institutions, in



294 Chaim Weizmann

accordance with the resolutions of the Seventh Congress, to engage in con
tinuous, energetic, and planned work in Eretz Israel, concomitant with po
litical activity which is consonant with the political character of our move
ment.

A settlement which aims to create an autonomous society must be well 
planned in its initial phases, because only thus can the foundation be cre
ated for orderly mass immigration in the future—the conference recognizes 
that the aim of practical work in Eretz Israel must, on the one hand, consti
tute the creation of necessary conditions for a natural and progressively in
creasing mass Jewish immigration while, on the other hand, securing the 
decisive influence of the Jewish element in the cultural, economic, and pub
lic life of Eretz Israel.16

The conference also urged the creation of a Palestine office that would 
coordinate all Zionist work in Palestine and the establishment of an agency 
in Constantinople which would remove political obstacles for orderly Zi
onist work. It also called for support of Jewish self-organization in Pal
estine, the improvement of Jewish education and working conditions, 
the creation of an agrarian or mortgage bank, the founding of a Hebrew 
periodical in Palestine, and support for reforestation and the Bezalel School 
in Jerusalem.

Weizmann was clearly in full accord with the resolutions concerning 
Palestine. One suspects that he even had some sympathy for the Gegen
wartsarbeit program proposed at Helsingfors, which rivaled in its theo
retical and practical measures that of the Bund, directing itself to the im
mediate hardships of Russian Jewry. It was the kind of program he would 
have supported during his Geneva years. But Weizmann was not firmly 
aligned with Ussishkin, who showed his disapproval of Gegenwartsarbeit 
by absenting himself from Helsingfors. Weizmann, too, disapproved of 
involving Zionists in Russian domestic politics. Moreover, he feared that 
the Helsingfors Conference would split the Zionist movement in Rus
sia.17 Yet Ussishkin and his colleagues, while definitely not recognizing 
Tschlenow's leadership and pointedly absenting themselves from Hel
singfors, accepted the resolutions of the conference as binding. For his 
part, Weizmann did not publicly voice his objections to its ideological 
formulations. In fact, in preparation for the EZF annual conference, he 
and Harry Sacher, a new recruit to Zionism who had recently joined the 
staff of The Manchester Guardian, were busily writing a programmatic 
pamphlet which reinforced the Palestine-centered recommendations of 
the Helsingfors Conference. Their circular emphasized the need for 
practical Zionism both as an educational force and as a protection against 
further schism. It called for an investigation of Palestine and the 
strengthening of the Jewish community there through support for its 
cultural, educational, and economic activities as well as through the es
tablishment of trade unions and an agricultural bank. Weizmann and 
Sacher maintained that the EZF's rehabilitation required the formation of 
a committee for Palestinian affairs which would cooperate with similar 
committees elsewhere in raising funds, assisting the Bezalel School, the



Herzl Forest project, and the publication of a Hebrew newspaper in Pal
estine.18

Weizmann was by now sufficiently experienced in the politics of the 
movement to know that changes within it would not be effected by 
pamphlets and propaganda alone. Structural and administrative changes 
would have to take place first: His letter to Wolffsohn in July 1906 marked 
the first step in his attempt to unseat the current leadership at the next 
conference of the EZF in Birmingham. His aim was to remove Cowen 
and Greenberg from the federation's leadership and replace them with 
"practicals," notably the Haham Moses Gaster. The task was made easier 
by Greenberg's voluntary resignation as EZF honorary secretary imme
diately after the annual conference in Cologne. Greenberg cited as one 
of the reasons for his departure his appointment to the board of the Jew
ish National Fund.19 This was at best a flimsy excuse since he was also 
a member of SAC and a member of the directorate of the Jewish Colonial 
Trust, neither of which were very time-consuming activities. Possibly he 
was just not in a mood for a fight, preferring to bow out of the EZF 
gracefully rather than facing the prospect of working with Gaster as the 
president of the federation.

Weizmann's behind-the-scenes maneuvers in preparation for the Bir
mingham conference of the EZF, in February 1907, provide us with an 
interesting insight into his diplomatic and tactical skills. On September 
30, 1906, he described to Gaster a plan which he attributed to Wolff
sohn, with whom he had discussed it at the annual conference in Co
logne. Though Wolffsohn's natural sympathies were with Greenberg and 
Cowen, he must have been convinced by Weizmann that the situation 
within the EZF called for change. If Weizmann could similarly persuade 
the English rank and file, Wolffsohn was not going to stand in his way.

I have been thinking about the matter as follows, and incidentally, what I 
now wish to tell you is a Sokolow-Wolffsohn proposal: a sound, broader 
committee should be established in London as representative of the Feder
ation. Possibly we might have the Central Office with secretariat here in 
Manchester. Dreyfus, Moser and I would take charge of the latter; you. Sir 
Francis [Montefiore] and Bentwich the former.

I believe this apparatus would function well, and would do justice to all 
sides, by which I mean London and the Provinces.20

A few weeks later he had second thoughts concerning the move of the 
EZF secretariat to Manchester. True, Percy Baker, the new honorary sec
retary of the EZF, was "too insignificant intellectually to take command 
of the situation," but perhaps it would be advisable to let him carry on 
and see how he ran things. "Here it always sounds like a revolution when 
you speak of transferring the Bureau to Manchester."21 He had no wish 
to act the revolutionary. For the time being his aim was to influence things 
from a distance, not to acquire the prestige of office. Moreover, title and 
honor were much more important to Moses Gaster; Weizmann had no 
wish fo appear as if he was competing with the Haham, the key person
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in the new projected leadership of the EZF. But Gaster, who feigned a 
lack of interest in the presidency of the EZF, had to be "convinced" first 
that coming to Birmingham was important. Weizmann, Percy Baker, and 
others began a concerted effort to persuade Gaster that his presence and 
'active participation in Birmingham were crucial: 'Insignificant though the 
EZF is in itself, the fact unfortunately remains that only through it can 
one acquire influence over the Landsrnanschafl. Outside the EZF it would 
be hard to achieve anything, first of all on account of the shortage of 
organizational talent. I am not in the slightest concerned about the 'Sir' 
[Francis Montefiore], who could doubtless be accommodated as 'honor
ary Pres.' ' ,22 By the beginning of January the plan for the coup had ma
tured: Gaster would come in as the president of the EZF, while Francis 
Montefiore would be promoted to the meaningless post of honorary 
president.23

Moses Gaster was not an easy man to promote. If Weizmann had mo
mentarily forgotten his past observations about Gastevs tremendous 
ambition,24 suspicious nature, and pettiness,25 he was quickly reminded 
of these traits as a result of a tactical error. At the suggestion of Baker, 
who deemed it difficult to unseat Montefiore, Weizmann dared to inti
mate that Gaster enter the EZF leadership first as a vice president.

It may surprise you to find me in favor of "evolution." However, I have had 
a bitter price to pay for my experience . . . You do know, dear Doctor, that— 
pardon the expression—I don't care a damn for the 'Sirs/ but at the moment 
there's nothing else to be done. In 4-5 months everything will have been 
refashioned in your spirit.26

Gaster, who a week earlier had indicated that he would reconsider his 
decision not to attend the EZF Conference only if he were assured an 
absolute majority for election as president, peaceful discussions at the 
conference, and a position of complete freedom and authority,27 now 
turned his full wrath on Weizmann. He declared that he would not agree 
to any compromises. Moreover, he considered it an insult to be placed 
on the same level with Cowen and Greenberg. He regretted the fact that 
Weizmann had been influenced by Baker. He would gladly forego the 
honor of the presidency, which he neither sought nor needed.28 What
ever happened, Zionism would continue to be represented by him. So- 
called Zionists had no claim on him, unless they showed unbounded 
loyalty and a better understanding for the situation and his person.29

As in the past, when confronted by Gastevs anger Weizmann imme
diately retreated.

I am terribly sorry that you are annoyed even with me, that you suspect me 
of having been made to change my mind . . .  I only wrote how things are 
. . . How can you suspect me of any sort of crooked dealing? I promise you 
I will leave the EZF if I cannot change the state of affairs. I have only stayed 
on for your sake. I hate with all my soul being involved in a scuffle with 
those people. Should we have to quit the field, we ought to make one last 
attempt'to save things.



I am writing you these lines with my heart's blood. We are in ß terrible
crisis.30

Gaster replied with a more conciliatory letter, hinting that, he might come 
to Birmingham after all, but still insisting that all his conditions be met.31 
In addition to his requirement that his election to president of the EZF 
be fixed in advance, that no opposition of any consequence take place at 
the conference, and that Weizmann and his friends quit the EZF if this 
were not to materialize, he also insisted that no ceremony honoring 
Greenberg take place in Birmingham.32 Finally, four days before the con
ference was scheduled to meet (February 3, 1907) Gaster consented to 
attend.33

Before Weizmann could fulfill his promise to Gaster, the fifty dele
gates present were engaged in lively and heated debates on the merits 
of political and practical Zionism. The debate was generated by the pro
grammatic brochure written by Weizmann and Sacher and the resolu
tions of the Manchester Zionist Association, which followed from this 
program and were to be presented to the Eighth Zionist Congress. The 
resolutions, which endorsed the Helsingfors Program, were drafted by 
Weizmann. They stated: (1) that the diplomatic work of the (Smaller) 
Actions Committee represented only one part of the required political 
activity and that diplomacy was only effective when based on firm eco
nomic and cultural achievements in Palestine; (2) that the next Zionist 
congress establish in Palestine itself a committee for the thorough inves
tigation of the country's resources; (3) that this committee give the full
est encouragement to Jewish activity in Palestine by helping to establish 
clubs, societies, etc., and that special attention be devoted to the crea
tion of Jewish schools; it should also do its utmost to improve the eco
nomic conditions of Jewish wage earners, in particular by encouraging 
the growth of trade unions; (4) that the Eighth Zionist Congress estab
lish an agrarian bank in Palestine for granting loans based on security to 
Jewish colonists.34

Seconded by Harry Sacher, Weizmann delivered the main speech for 
the practicals' endorsement of the Manchester resolutions. Zionism, he 
stated, had been dominated by phraseology. What was called "political 
Zionism" was really "diplomatic Zionism," and English Zionists had ac
cepted the position that a time would come when the diplomatic agents 
of the movement would bring to it a charter for Palestine. Hence the in
action in regard to work in Palestine. The erstwhile methods of the 
movement, however, were no longer adequate for a solution to the cur
rent practical problems. What was needed was slow, difficult work of a 
different nature, which required quiet sacrifice. The charter would merely 
sanction peaceful penetration into Palestine. "I believe in Herzl and his 
politics, but charters do not drop from heaven. The charter will not come 
while we sit here inactive, we will only get it as a consequence of work 
in the country [Palestine]. Of course there are difficulties and dangers, 
but what people has freed itself without dangers? Do you think you will
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free the Jewish people by speaking at meetings at home? No, this will 
be possible only as a result of work in Palestine itself . . . The task should 
begin now, and be undertaken quietly."35 Weizmann concluded by stat
ing: "I don't underestimate the value of diplomacy, but our diplomatic 
activity is, after all, supported and made easier through economic suc
cesses in Palestine. I do take exception to the misuse of the concept 'po
litical' Zionism, and its confusion and identification with pure diplo
matic work."36 * ...

Cowen retorted that although practical work in Palestine had propa- 
gandistic value, he felt that this was its only merit and therefore should 
not be supported. It was not permissible, he said, to squander the peo
ple's money for this purpose. It would be irresponsible to expand the 
work in Palestine without a firm political foundation. "We already have 
three branches of the Anglo-Palestine Company in Palestine," Cowen 
asserted. "Do you demand that we open another branch every five min
utes? Hovevei Zionism is very good indeed, but it has as little to do with 
us as does territorialism." Cowen urged instead that Zionists focus on 
acquiring the right to Palestine from Constantinople. Feverish activity 
within Palestine at the present time could only result in conflict with the 
Turks.37 Cowen also cited the unfortunate history of the Rothschild col
onies, which had eaten up millions of francs and which could provide a 
lesson to those who believed in practical work. The total income of the 
movement in 1906, Cowen reminded his listeners, was not more than 
twenty thousand marks from shekel revenue. Not too many Jews could 
be settled in Palestine with that kind of money. A great deal was being 
done in Palestine already, and the work there had to proceed slowly and 
carefully. "They must first learn to walk before they can run, and be
cause they are not moving on as fast as he, in common with Dr. Weiz
mann, would like, they had no right to say Zionism was dead . . Z'38

The conflict between Cowen and Weizmann at the EZF Conference re
flected similar debates that had taken place within GAC in Cologne a 
few months earlier. Weizmann's speech at Birmingham was a forceful 
further development of his belief, as publicly enunciated in Cologne in 
August 1906, that diplomatic and practical work were both necessary and 
interdependent if the movement was to succeed. The resolutions he pre
sented at Birmingham in the name of the Manchester Zionist Associa
tion were adopted with two amendments. The first deleted the word 
"only" before "effective" in the first resolution, thus reading: ". . . that 
the diplomatic work of the Actions Committee can be effective when based 
. . ." The second amended the fourth resolution to read: ". . . that the 
Eighth Congress be requested to devise means by which Jewish colo
nists may be granted loans upon security."39 These two amendments 
somewhat weakened the resolutions, but clearly Weizmann's conception 
emerged victorious from the proceedings. Perhaps just as important was 
the fact that he found at Birmingham new supporters for his ideas among 
some English Zionists. These included Herbert Bentwich, a founder of 
the EZF and the Grand Commander of the Order of Ancient Macca-



beans, which would soon become an important vehicle in Weizmann's 
struggles within the Zionist movement in England. There were also some 
young newcomers to the movement, which included Harry Sacher, 
Samuel Landman, Norman Bentwich (Herbert's son), and Leon Simon, 
son of a Manchester rabbi, a budding Hebraist who had recently begun 
his civil service career in the post office. This was a new generation which 
did not feel encumbered by any of the ideologies current during the 1880s 
and 1890s. They were all English-born Jews who chose to follow their 
commonsense brand of Zionism and became "Gasterites" around 1905-7. 
Weizmann's theories made sense to them. In addition, they were capti
vated by the personality of this authentic East European Jew, so differ
ent from the Jewish patricians they had known all their lives. Instead of 
rehashing old theories he brought them new, well-reasoned Zionist ideas 
which stood in opposition to those espoused by the established EZF 
leadership. The value of their support for Weizmann was magnified by 
the fact that almost all of them had an easy and powerful pen and access 
to newspapers and other publications. Thus they were able to reach large 
audiences. Led by Weizmann, they would shortly constitute a distinct 
group known as the Manchester School of Zionism.40 In the months just 
prior to World War I these men of letters were joined by two young 
businessmen, Simon Marks and Israel Sieff. "They learned their Zionism 
from Weizmann; they became not only his disciples, but his friends, 
counselors, and coadjutors, and at all critical moments injected a large
ness of practical vision and a willingness of sacrifice. They had the cour
age of imagination, they could see mountains of difficulty degenerating 
into molehills, and they always set the target at its maximum . . . they 
brought to bear an uncommon sureness of judgement. The women of 
the group [Rebecca Sieff and Miriam Sacher] were as interested and as 
active as their menfolk . . ."41 This, then, constituted Weizmann's core 
support group, not only during the Manchester period but throughout 
his career. Though he never created for himself a broad constituency 
within the Zionist movement as a whole, it was probably at Birmingham 
that this small group of loyal followers began to exert their influence in 
support of Weizmann's ideas.

The Birmingham Conference terminated in a state of shaky peace within 
the EZF, symbolized by a public reconciliation between Gaster and Cowen 
amid the cheers of the delegates, and by the closing speeches of Green
berg and Weizmann, who spoke in Yiddish. The amended Manchester 
resolutions submitted by Weizmann were accepted and constitutional 
changes were effected whereby Montefiore was elected honorary presi
dent, Gaster president, Cowen London vice president, and Weizmann 
provincial vice president.42 But despite Weizmann's efforts, his attempt 
to radically alter the EZF leadership structure was only partially success
ful; in fact, had Greenberg chosen to put up a fight, Weizmann might 
not have achieved as much as he did.43 With Cowen continuing as vice 
president, it was only a matter of time before the truce between him and 
Gaster would evaporate under the heat of mutual recriminations. Weiz-
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mann's sincere efforts to effect a long-term reconciliation between these 
two contentious personalities44 were futile. Cowen and Gaster were un
able and unwilling to peacefully share power.45

Weizmann's position, on the other hand, had been strengthened. After 
two and a half years in England, he had achieved a respectable place in 
the national and even international Zionist world. Formally he held the 
position of EZF vice president, vice president of the Manchester Zionist 
Association, and membership in the Greater Actions Committee, but these 
were titles others also held without necessarily rising to national or in
ternational prominence. Weizmann, on the other hand, had skillfully 
managed to turn Manchester, an insignificant Zionist outpost, into an 
important power center from which he could wield influence. Berlin and 
Geneva had provided him with more intellectual stimulation and better 
company, but Manchester had proved to be an excellent base from which 
to rise to leadership, both within the EZF and within the World Zionist 
Organization. Having built his own power base on the periphery, he 
would, in the course of his sojourn in Manchester, strengthen and deepen 
his influence there until he became the dominant Zionist force in the 
provinces. Given London's fragmentation into Zionist enemy camps, his 
consolidation of the Manchester School of Zionism was indeed impres
sive. At the close of the conference Weizmann could easily be counted 
among the five or six most important and influential Zionists in En
gland. Only Greenberg, Cowen, Bentwich, Charles Dreyfus, and possi
bly Percy Baker were his peers on the national level. None of them could 
count on a loyal young group of devotees, as could Weizmann, and none 
of them had his excellent ties to continental and particularly Russian Zi
onists. If Greenberg, and later Cowen, were Wolffsohn's most trusted 
men in England, Weizmann was without doubt the Vertrauensmann of 
that segment of "practicals" in the movement which was slowly gaining 
ground. Thus, it is quite clear that the Birmingham Conference marked 
the culmination of the first period in Weizmann's Zionist activity in En
gland. During these two and a half years in Manchester he was far from 
inactive in the movement, as he later portrayed himself in his mem
oirs.46

He could now rest on his laurels for a while. Gaster, his closest ally in 
England, was president of the EZF; Weizmann's own position was firm. 
Moreover, Weizmann had plenty of personal problems to worry about. 
Vera and he arrived in Manchester after their short honeymoon without 
money, having literally spent their last penny on sandwiches bought on 
the train from London. Harry Sacher, who met them at the station, loaned 
them half a crown to pay for a cab to their lodgings.47 Weizmann's rooms 
at Parkfield Street were adequate for a bachelor, but Vera found them 
depressing. A cab station in front of the house provided a background 
of unceasing noise, the three sparsely furnished rooms were cold and 
uninviting, and the landlady, untidy and lazy, was more interested in 
her detective novels than housekeeping. Hampered by her inability to 
speak English, Vera was almost perforce housebound, waiting in these



miserable surroundings for Chaim to return home from his daily work 
at the laboratory or from weekend trips devoted to Zionist propaganda. 
The monotony was only broken by an occasional tea party to which the 
kindly professors' wives invited her, making valiant attempts to com
municate with her in French,48 and by Vera's trip to Paris at the end of 
March 1907 to visit her sister Sophia, who reciprocated with a visit to 
Manchester in July 1907. It became clear at the outset that they had to 
move to some more pleasant surroundings, an almost impossible under
taking given Weizmann's modest salary. At the beginning of December 
1906 he therefore undertook—in addition to his work at the university 
and at Clayton—a job as examiner of chemistry papers for the Royal 
College of Science, South Kensington, which added another fifty or sixty 
pounds to his yearly budget.49 Soon he was also marking papers for Ox
ford and Cambridge.50 With the added income they were able to pay for 
new furniture, and on March 16, 1907, they moved into their new home 
at 57 Birchfields Road, which they rented for the surprisingly low sum 
of thirty-three pounds per year.51 This would be their residence until 1913. 
Birchfields Road was definitely a step up from the drab surroundings of 
Cedi Street and Parkfield Street. It consisted of a row of semidetached 
houses, opposite the large and pleasant Birchfields Park. In close prox
imity to Victoria Park and the university, in 1907 it was one of*Man- 
chesteris main roads, thus making it easily accessible by public trans
portation. The houses were attractive, with small gardens; in short, this 
was a solid, middle-dass neighborhood.52

Feverish Zionist activity, two jobs plus additional moonlighting, wor
ries about finances, and a generally tense and nervous state finally took 
their toll on Weizmann's health, which was never very good. After Bir
mingham he was exhausted and badly needed a rest,53 but it was the 
middle of the academic semester and the work pace had to be kept up. 
Though he was anxious to cement the peace concluded in Birmingham 
between Gaster and Cowen and was fully aware that his presence as 
mediator was therefore necessary at meetings of the EZF executive, he 
tried to limit his trips to London—at least temporarily—for financial as 
well as health reasons. Instead, he urged Gaster by letter to issue a peace 
manifesto and hold large peace meetings that would consolidate the EZF.54 
Gaster finally produced such a manifesto on March 1—co-signed by 
Montefiore, Cowen, Weizmann, Greenberg, and Moser—which de
clared that political activity would be complemented by practical work.55 
Unable to attend the executive committee meeting of the EZF on Feb
ruary 19, 1907, which discussed the future work of the organization, 
Weizmann explained his absence thusly:

My state of health is unfortunately very serious as a result of fatigue and 
excitement of the last two years. I am so run down that any strain causes 
me to spit blood. After Birmingham I was not myself for a whole week. My 
throat was terribly painful, spasms of coughing and blood every minute. I 
had the greatest difficulty in concealing it from my wife. I can hardly tell 
you how much this hard life has taken out of me. The struggle for life and
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Zionist affairs—both things have been very, very difficult. I just happen to 
be a man who is terribly affected by everything . . -50

Even if one takes into consideration Weizmann's general proclivity to 
exaggerate in reporting his personal situation—both positively and neg
atively—the evidence is clearly there to suggest that he badly needed some 
rest. Yet even while writing to Gaster of his miserable physical condi
tion, he was already preparing mentally for his next Zionist venture. As 
so often in the past, he could not bypass a new challenge to create and 
explore opportunities for the movement and for himself, no matter what 
his state of mind and body. This time the challenge came from the en
gineer Johann Kremenetzky. Bom in Odessa, Kremenetzky had settled 
in Vienna, where he had become a spectacularly successful industrialist 
and owner of one of the largest lamp factories in the world. One of Herzl's 
earliest admirers and closest friends, he had intermittently been a mem
ber of SAC from 1897 to 1905 and of GAC from 1905 on, and was the 
first head of the Jewish National Fund.57 Though ideologically in the 
"political" camp of the movement, Kremenetzky was also a builder and 
a man of action who had long been able to observe Weizmann at the 
congresses and GAC meetings. To a certain extent he was probably at
tracted to Weizmann, whose biography was not too dissimilar from his 
own. Intrigued by this Nein-Sager firebrand, he finally decided to chal
lenge him publicly from the pages of Die Welt. "Dr. Weizmann," wrote 
Kremenetzky,

is a man of deeds . . . and complains that he has nothing on which to base 
effective propaganda for Palestine . . . As far as I know. Dr. Weizmann is 
a capable chemist. The best speech which Dr. Weizmann could make on be
half of Zionism would be for him to go to Palestine and to build a small 
chemical industry . . .  I don't simply want to give Dr. Weizmann advice 
which he may not need; however, I would be willing to assist him, and to 
raise a part of the required funds for the erection of a plant that would be 
capable of maintaining itself and would be efficiently managed.58

In the correspondence that ensued between Weizmann and Kreme
netzky, the latter suggested that Weizmann, as an industrial chemist, in
vestigate the prospects of establishing an industry in Palestine. In par
ticular, he was interested in the possibility of manufacturing such essential 
oils as orange and lemon oil, as well as citric acid.59 He was also inter
ested in the production of perfumes. This assignment suited Weizmann 
well since his current attempts to work out a process for the synthetic 
production of camphor stood in close relation to that part of chemistry 
which deals with essential oils.

Weizmann was able to persuade Kremenetzky that a preliminary study 
tour of southern France and Italy was necessary. With all expenses paid 
by Kremenetzky, he set out on his trip in the company of his assistant, 
William Bentley, who would be working on any experiments resulting 
from their journey. They stopped in London on March 21 in order to 
enable Weizmann to take part in the EZF executive meeting. The follow-
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ing day they set out for the Continent in the company of Vera, \yho would 
stay in Paris for three weeks with her sisters Rachel and Sophia Khatz- 
man. On the whole, the trip went as scheduled. Weizmann probably 
visited Grasse, the important perfume center, and a factory producing 
citric oil in Messina. But he also took advantage of the opportunity to do 
a little sightseeing. After spending one night in Monte Carlo, he ex
claimed, "Real hell! . . .  I want to get away from this gang of elated 
scoundrels."60 Rome was much more impressive, but he forced himself 
to keep it in historical perspective: " . . .  the ancient ruins made a deep 
impression upon me. Tout passe; I [feel] no regrets about awe-inspiring 
Rome, powerful and beautiful. Feeble Jerusalem outlasted it. Only tour
ists walk upon the ruins of Rome, while on the ruins of Jerusalem new 
life is stirring! However, I feel positively dazed."61 From Rome he went 
down to Sicily and then back to Switzerland via Rome and Venice. This 
time he visited the Vatican and was impressed by the innumerable artis
tic treasures. "I saw the original of Moses . . . My head is swimming 
from the Madonnas, Venuses, Christs, churches, frescoes, carpets, etc. 
. . ."62 Venice was no less captivating. "It's a wonderful dty. I didn't 
imagine anything like this . . . It is all interesting and beautiful, but one 
needs to have a great deal of money and time to make the most of it. 
Moreover, my artistic sense is probably very feeble, and of course^ can
not appreciate all these things."63 After a month of investigation, Weiz
mann reported his assessment to Kremenetzky. "Opportunities for a 
factory producing citric oil, tinned fruit and perfumes in Palestine are 
apparently unlimited. The materials would be easy to procure; climatic 
conditions for these special products are more favorable than in south
ern France or Sicily."64 The recess between semesters was coming to an 
end and he hurried back to Manchester, asking Kremenetzky to make 
up the loss in his monthly salary from Clayton.65 Unmindful of the 
weather conditions in Palestine during the summer, he decided to un
dertake the second part of the trip right after the Eighth Zionist Con
gress in August.

On June 2, 1907, Vera gave birth to a boy—Benjamin. It is remarkable 
that Weizmann decided to postpone his son's circumcision by three weeks 
in order to ensure the attendance at the ceremony of Moses Gaster, who 
was in Palestine at the time.66 In the event, Gaster was unable to attend, 
and Harry Sacher became Benjamin's godfather.67 But the very gesture 
indicates that despite his criticisms of the Haham, Weizmann also felt af
fection for the man who had done so much to help him over the past 
three difficult years.68 He was now even more conscious of the need for 
money to support his little family and undertook to mark nine hundred 
papers for the Imperial College of Science and Technology.69 But he was 
in good spirits. The Clayton Aniline Company wa;s hoping to bring off 
the sale of the camphor patents, or at least to come to an agreement with 
a French firm. The sum of one hundred thousand pounds was men
tioned and Weizmann already dreamed of being a rich man.70 At the end 
of July he was sent by the company to negotiate the terms of the sale.71
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As usual when he experienced moments of success in his work, Weiz
mann wrote to Gaster that he was about to be appointed "Senior Reader 
in Organic Chemistry."72 A few months earlier he wrote to Otto War
burg that he was already a "Senior Demonstrator, which is more or less 
equivalent to the German Extraordinarius."73 In fact, during the aca
demic year 1906-7 he was still an assistant lecturer and demonstrator, 
and his only formal academic achievement that year was an award of a 
doctorate (D.Sc.) from the university.74 It was only during the following 
academic year (1907-8) that he would be appointed senior lecturer,75 and 
it was only in May 1913 that he was promoted to the post of reader. 
Clearly, his slow promotion did not keep up with his expectations and 
continued to be a source of frustration. For the time being, though, these 
setbacks were not acute problems, since his work in the movement pro
vided a more immediate gratification.

The elections to the Eighth Zionist Congress were held in England on 
June 30, 1907, and Weizmann was hard at work to ensure that "practi- 
cals" would be sent as delegates. Already in the spring he had an in
kling that the congress would be stormy. On March 23 he shared a Zi
onist platform with Max Nordau and Alexander Marmorek in Paris. 
Nordau contended that conditions were not yet suitable for working in 
Palestine, and Alexander Marmorek described such activities as foster
ing the halukkah (charity distribution) system rather than the national 
spirit.76 Moreover, the reports that reached Weizmann in Manchester 
seemed to indicate that "a spirit of confusion and aimlessness" had taken 
over in Cologne, thus making the outcome of the congress uncertain.77 
This was not quite true. After two years in office Wolffsohn had become 
confident in his leadership abilities, and during a visit to London on July 
9,1907, he made it quite dear that the Zionist movement remained com
mitted to its political course of action. The Zionists had to be loyal to the 
Turkish regime and not infiltrate Palestine without permission. More
over, the treasury of the movement had to be husbanded carefully and 
much thought had to be given before undertaking any new ventures in 
Palestine.78

The main reason for Wolffsohn's visit to London was to convince 
Greenberg and Cowen to drop their opposition to an amendment of the 
Articles of Assodation of the Jewish Colonial Trust (JCT). The amend
ment concerned deleting the phrase "or any part of the world" from the 
company's articles, thus restricting its activities to Palestine, Syria, and 
the neighboring countries. This change, which had been discussed since 
the Third Zionist Congress, assumed a degree of urgency with the 
secession of the territorialists after the Seventh Zionist Congress in 1905. 
Israel Zangwill, who correctly perceived the harm that would ensue to 
the ITO from such a change, tried to stop the process through litigation 
in the British courts, which in July 1907 postponed judgment pending 
consultation of the shareholders.79 Weizmann foresaw a heated debate 
on the issue at the Eighth Zionist Congress,80 and, in fact, the entire fourth 
day of the sessions (August 18) was devoted to discussion of the JCT
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articles. Those who opposed litigation did so because of the very high 
expense involved. Those who favored continuation of the battle wished 
to lay the Uganda scheme to rest once and for all.81 The discussions around 
the Jewish Colonial Trust were only one indicator that the "politicals" 
within the movement were not about to give up their positions without 
a fight, though Herzlian Zionism in its purer form of "charterism" was 
to play out its last act in 1907. The battle between the "practicals" and 
"politicals," however, had yet to be fought. It was enacted in full at the 
Eighth Zionist Congress.

In accordance with Herzl's tradition of keeping the Zionist movement 
in the public eye, the congress met at The Hague from August 14 to 21, 
1907, while the Second International Peace Congress was taking place 
there. In view of the reaction that occurred in Russia following the fail
ure of the revolution of 1905 and the dissolution of the Duma in mid- 
June 1907, the Russian Zionists had no choice but to hold their Fourth 
Zionist Conference in The Hague just prior to the congress (August 9- 
13, 1907). Weizmann, who, in addition to a mandate from Manchester, 
also held one from Vitebsk, participated in the conference and was elected
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to its presidium; together with Tschlenow, Ussishkin, Rosenbaum, and 
Tyomkin; he also presided over the morning session of August 12.82 He 
was further recognized and honored when elected as a Russian repre
sentative on the standing committee of the congress (Permanenzaus
schuss). Weizmann tried hard to juggle his commitments to the confer
ence, to GAC, which also met on August 12, and the standing committee, 
which met the following day. The Russian conference backed the reso
lutions of the Helsingfors Conference,83 but it was also marked by the 
usual tumult and division among its members. Weizmann strongly sup
ported Ussishkin's position on practical work in Palestine and declared 
that "Zionism had developed from a Zionism of a charter to a Zionism 
of actions and deeds in Palestine. This is evident from the many reso
lutions that have been accepted . . . It is Ussishkin who challenges us 
to carry out these resolutions and shows us how to do it . . . What is 
Zionism without work in Palestine?"84 Syrkin, who replied, belittled these 
ideas. "Gentlemen, you lack faith. I believe with all my heart that we 
will get the charter! . . . Formerly [Jews] went to Palestine to die and 
now you want to bury our money in the land of Israel . . .  In Ussish
kin's speech I find only minor proposals . . . and no trace of political 
activity that will lead us to our goal."85

The debate continued for the next few days at the congress, which 
formally commenced on August 14 with 435 delegates, of whom 157 came 
from Russia.86 In his opening speech Wolffsohn stipulated three main 
conditions for successful Zionist work: political activity, education of the 
people, and preparation of the land.87 It was not by accident that the last 
priority mentioned in his speech was work in Palestine. Though he 
pointed to a series of achievements of the movement in Palestine, it was 
clear that its financial commitments to practical work were minimal. This 
fact was underscored by Nahum Sokolow's report on the movement and 
its institutions, which indicated that out of a pitiful total budget of eighty- 
one thousand marks (approximately twenty thousand dollars), only 
twenty-five hundred had been allocated to the Palestine commission.88 
Not surprisingly, many of the delegates criticized SAC's lack of achieve
ments in Palestine, and even personal attacks against Wolffsohn were 
not absent.89 One indication of the shifting priorities in the movement 
was the fact that the only one to speak at length on the importance of 
cultural work in the Diaspora—a major topic of debate in previous con
gresses—was Marcus Ehrenpreis.90 The emphasis had clearly shifted to 
practical work in Palestine. Thus, Otto Warburg's comprehensive lecture 
on practical work in Palestine, supplemented by Max Bodenheimer's lec
ture on the work of the Jewish National Fund and Nissan Katzenelson's 
lecture on the Jewish Colonial Trust, served as background for the dis
cussions which dominated the second part of the congress.91

What provided the "practicals" with some of their best arguments was 
the report by Shmarya Levin, who had just returned from Palestine and 
claimed that philanthropic work was ruinous to the Jewish spirit. Deliv
ering a paper on Jewish education in Palestine, Levin showed how chil-



dren were taught in the language of whatever parent institution was 
sponsoring their school. More than that, the pupils were taught that their 
school was an outpost of the respective civilization of the parent body, 
whether it was the Alliance Israélite Universelle, the Hilfsverein der 
deutschen Juden or the English-sponsored Evelina de Rothschild school 
for girls. Levin also lamented the influence, of the missionary schools and 
the lack of any systematic and centralized curriculum in Palestine. He 
called for the establishment of a country-wide system of education, as 
well as the founding of a high school and a university (Hochschule).92 The 
debate reached its climax during the afternoon session of August 19, when 
Leo Motzkin and Alexander Marmorek, among others, spoke on behalf 
of the "politicals" and Weizmann did so as one of the "practicals." Both 
Motzkin and Marmorek warned against exaggerated hopes for practical 
work. Both emphasized that they were not opposed to practical work in 
Palestine in principle, but that this was only one means to achieve Zi
onist goals. Motzkin, in particular, repeatedly insisted that the move
ment not abandon the idea of a charter, whose time would come sooner 
or later. Marmorek also argued against wasting the meager financial re
sources of the movement, which would be better spent for political work.93

Weizmann made his first major congress address immediately after 
Marmorek. He took notice of Motzkin and Marmorek's well-deliverêd and 
well-reasoned speeches.94 He was probably aware, while speaking, of the 
irony in the situation, which pitted him against Motzkin, whom he once 
held in high estëem as his teacher in the anti-Herzlian camp. That same 
Motzkin was now defending Herzl's views against his erstwhile disciple. 
Weizmann's speech has often been dted as the one in which he defined 
his concept of Zionism and gave it the name "synthetic Zionism." It is 
therefore appropriate to examine it carefully.

. . . Until now Zionism was exclusively diplomatic Zionism. One thought 
it possible to inspire the Jewish people by creating a modem version of 
shtadlanus [intercession by notables]. One thought it possible to inspire the 
Jewish people by telling them: This or that potentate views our aspirations 
with favor. That was your political Zionism and this is the source of the en
thusiasm you have aroused. You succeeded in this to a certain degree, be
cause the Jewish people really like to think that potentates were concerned 
with them. They soon realized, however, that the goodwill of potentates and 
the acknowledgment of Jewish rights by the governments were not suffi
cient. Though acknowledging Jewish rights, and in spite of Nordau's bril
liant advocacy, the governments will not lift a finger to do us justice; they 
will do nothing to help us, because with justice alone one does not get help 
in today's Europe. We must admit that this is a pessimistic point of view, 
but it is true . . .

There was something ironic in the fact that Jewish policy had been re
duced to mere diplomacy. Those gentlemen who had a one-sided concep
tion of political Zionism are to be blamed for this. What we want is an hon
est synthesis of both existing trends of Zionist thought . . .

As soon as I see this honest, sound synthesis of both trends achieved in 
our movement, there will be no need to stress only one aspect. But I must
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say that I have not yet seen the realization of this synthesis. And perhaps it 
was just this [one-sided approach] which has brought about the slow de
cline of the movement we are now witnessing. Certainly, Mr. Motzkin was 
right in saying that Herzl had pointed out new possibilities; but Herzl did 
not take into account the existing possibilities in the Jewish world, because 
he did not know them: Perhaps this was his good luck and has made him 
the great leader he was. . . .

You must realize this: The governments will listen to you only when they 
see that you have the ability to possess Palestine . . * The road is difficult, 
but we must take this road, and I wish the [World] Zionist Organization to 
take it. None of us would wish to reject the great idea that Zionism is a 
political movement . . . But do not reduce politics to supplication toward 
governments, asking their opinion about Zionism. This will be of no use. 
We have already approached all the governments. We cannot start again on 
this track . . .

By political Zionism I mean that the Jewish problem should be stated as 
an international problem. We must say: "Of course, the Jewish Question 
implies an international danger for the governments." We Jews claim our 
rights from the governments! And we Jews say: "We need your help! But 
we ourselves also do everything in order to gradually strengthen our posi
tion in the country which we regard as our homeland." Then the govern
ments will understand us. Up to now no English statesman has been able 
to understand why the Zionist Congress rejected Uganda . . . We must, 
therefore, make Zionist policy so clear to the governments that they under
stand it as the Jews understand it.

Mr. Motzkin said: "We cannot take the risk of a failure, for it will be said 
not the attempts have failed but Zionism has failed . . . "  But if you pursue 
such a policy you cannot do anything at all. Have we always taken into con
sideration what the others might say? No! It is difficult and unpleasant to 
suffer failure! But we have no guarantees whatsoever that all the precau
tions we could possibly take would save us from failure. And those gentle
men who are not present, who were enthusiastic about Uganda, did they 
think that there everything would develop smoothly and failure would be 
out of the question? . . .

If we consider Zionism as an historic movement, we must accept the idea 
that there may be momentary failures. But to make no start at all!

. . .  I conceive of political Zionism as a synthesis of activities in all spheres; 
I consider practical activity to be the means of attaining the political aim, the 
charter; the charter is to be the result of practical activity. I hold that the 
Jewish problem should be unfolded as an international problem with the 
greatest vigor . . . But the work must be done on both sides.

[The relation between political and practical activity might be] compared 
to the digging of a tunnel, which must be started from both ends until the 
men meet in the middle. This, too, is dangerous. The tunnel might collapse. 
On the one side, I have at least seen the earnest will to start digging; the 
other side, however, contends that the ground is too hard or the tunnel might 
collapse. I should like—and this is the synthesis I strive for—the digging to 
start at last.

The congress should give a dear, well-defined mandate to the Actions 
Committee. The charter should be striven for, but only as the result of our 
endeavors in Palestine. If the governments give us a charter today, it will
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be a scrap of paper; not so, if we work in Palestine: then it will be written
and insolubly cemented with sweat and blood. (Long, persistent applause
and hand clapping.)95

As noted above, since the Eighth Zionist Congress Weizmann has been 
credited as having invented the term "synthetic Zionism."96 Weizmann 
himself reinforced this notion by stating in his autobiography that "I 
coined the phrase 'synthetic Zionism/ which became a slogan among the 
practical Zionists."97 However, when one reads the text in the protocols 
of the congress, Weizmann's speech strikes one as biting and provoca
tive but hardly a statesmanlike, well-thought-out piece. At least on the 
page the speech seems to lose its sparkle. One gets the impression that, 
apart from the notes he took while listening to those who preceded him,98 
he had no prepared speech in front of him. For an experienced debater 
like Weizmann this did not present a problem, but the result is that a 
large part of the speech was devoted to scoring points, and there is no 
real attempt to define in depth the meaning and nature of synthetic 
Zionism. Although synthetic Zionism implied a fusion of practical and 
political Zionism, for rhetorical purposes Weizmann chose to contrast it 
with political Zionism. Indeed, the speech is a challenge to the "politi
cals" to accept the position of the "practicals," and in many placed it is 
blatantly polemical.99 As an example of a dialectic argument his speech 
is admirable. He never quoted opponents except in order to clarify his 
own arguments and often put in their mouths words they had never used 
in order to explain what he really meant. It is small wonder that Alex
ander Marmorek and Joseph Cowen occasionally lost their composure 
and interrupted him.

It seems quite clear, however, that Weizmann's speech made a tre
mendous impression.100 It was not so much what Weizmann said but 
the authority, confidence, and oratorical skill with which he spoke. His 
role as the representative of the "practicals" was not to compromise with 
the "politicals" but rather to demolish their arguments. His skills as a 
polemicist had been refined for years against Jewish and non-Jewish ad
versaries on the Continent. As an experienced debater, Weizmann al
ways had his hand on tthe pulse of his audience. With perfect timing he 
delivered a speech for which the "practicals" were waiting, indeed, one 
which they were expecting.

The central idea in his speech was hardly novel. The very thought that 
synthetic Zionism was born and was immediately accepted in one after
noon at a congress teeming with ideas, plans, and controversies of all 
shades and hues is unreasonable in itself. The groundwork for the speech 
had been laid long before the Eighth Zionist Congress—and not only by 
Weizmann. The basic ideas contained in Weizmann's speech had been 
articulated—using different words—by Menahem Ussishkin in his pam
phlet Our Program.101 Martin Buber also had written in 1905 about the 
need for a synthesis between cultural and political Zionism.102 These ideas 
were also contained in the platform of the Democratic Faction itself. They
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were dominant at the Freiburg Conference of 1905 and at the Seventh 
Zionist Congress, which accepted the Freiburg resolution and passed its 
own resolution to this effect.103 At the extraordinary congress which pre
ceded this same congress, Yehiel Tschlenow insisted forcefully on the 
need to pursue simultaneously political and practical work. The same 
theme had been sounded at GAC meetings in August 1906 and at the 
Helsingfors Conference—which Weizmann did not attend—of Decem
ber 1906, where the term "synthetic Zionism" was. probably coined for 
the first time. Indeed, prior to his famous speech at the Eighth Zionist 
Congress, Weizmann himself had voiced the same opinions at GAC 
meetings the previous year and at the EZF Conference in Birmingham 
in February 1907. Lastly, the term "synthesis" was used by at least five 
men who spoke prior to Weizmann at the Eighth Zionist Congress.104 
During his own speech, Weizmann did not use the term "synthetic 
Zionism"; he only spoke of a synthesis of both practical and political 
work.105 Weizmann adopted rather than invented the term "synthetic 
Zionism," recognizing its appeal as a slogan. His ability to identify with 
new trends in the movement and the fact that he was a forceful and ar
ticulate representative of the "practicals" at the most important public 
forum of the Zionist movement tended to give his speech added weight 
and prominence. Thus he was credited with coining or identifying a term 
which, in fact, had been in the air for a number of years.

Two elements were missing from Weizmann's speech: a discussion of 
Zionist work in the Diaspora and a demand for cultural work. This was 
not simply an oversight. Both then and later in his Zionist career Weiz
mann exhibited very little interest in the Zionists' involvement in the po
litical affairs of their countries, indeed, even in Zionist proposals for au
tonomy. This approach probably had little to do with his absence from 
the Helsingfors Conference.106 After all, at this period he was very well 
informed about what transpired among Russian Zionists. Rather, this may 
have to do with his long residence in the West, which may have con
tributed to his lack of appreciation for demands for autonomy. More 
striking is the fact that since the formal demise of the Democratic Faction 
and his transfer to England, Weizmann had turned his attention from 
Zionist cultural work and was directing his energies more toward prac
tical work in Palestine. This may have been due to several factors: his 
deep disappointment in the failure of his various cultural projects on the 
Continent; his temporary physical removal from the influence of such 
men as Ahad Ha'Am, Berthold Feiwel, and Martin Buber; and the gen
eral mood in the movement, which increasingly tended toward practical 
work. His speech at The Hague represented the height of Weizmann's 
Palestine-oriented approach to Zionist problems before World War I, 
though the almost full eclipse of his interest in cultural work was only 
temporary. Cultural concerns, and especially the university project, were 
taken up again with vigor in the period immediately before 1914.

The "practicals" won an important tactical victory at The Hague: The 
congress decided to expand its practical work in Palestine and to estab-



lish the Palestine Department, which set up the Palestine Office in 1908 
under the direction of Arthur Ruppin. It also decided to spend one quarter 
of the movement's budget on work in Palestine.107 Yet the battle had not 
been completely won for the "practicals." The new SAC consisted of 
Wolffsohn as president. Jacobus Kann, and Otto Warburg, thus clearly 
giving the old "politicals" the decisive voice in the decision-making pro
cess. To no small degree this new situation was due to the infighting 
among the "practicals" themselves, chiefly Ussishkin and Tschlenow, who 
canceled each other out of SAC membership.

Weizmann did not stay around to hear the results of the elections to 
various offices, which again granted him a seat on GAC as an English 
representative.108 He left the congress a day early for Paris, where he 
had a business meeting relating to his camphor experiments. He was 
physically spent but elated about his performance at the congress. He 
realized that he had reached a new height in his Zionist career.

. . .  By everyone's admission it was a great evening, great in significance, 
purity and beauty . . .  six main speakers were elected . . . Then began a 
tournament without precedent in the annals of the Congress. Motzkin and 
Marmorek spoke extremely well, especially the former. The old Motzkin 
roused himself, and the Faction was revived. I was the last speaker and op
posed both with unusual success and vigor, even better than in Cologne. 
The Congress gave me a colossal ovation—everyone without exception, in
cluding my opponents . . . Personal problems receded into the back
ground, something sacred went through the hall and purified the atmo
sphere.109

For years he had been listening to the firsthand reports* about Pales
tine by Motzkin, Ussishkin, Tschlenow, and Shmarya Levin. It was for
tuitous that at this very moment in his Zionist reorientation he could fi
nally see for himself what had been accomplished in Palestine. Though 
arranged only at the last moment, Kremenetzky did reconfirm his com
mitments to pay for Weizmann's trip,110 and on August 22, 1907, Weiz
mann set out for Palestine from Marseilles aboard the steamship Oré- 
noque. Vera went to Wales for a vacation with their ten-week-old son. 
This was the first of many vacations she would spend alone (or with the 
children), while her husband was engaged in professional or Zionist ac
tivities.

Weizmann's first encounter with Palestine111 was during the Second 
Aliyah (1904-14). The first phase of this Aliyah was inaugurated by four
teen Jews who had been active in the defense of Homel and arrived in 
Palestine during the winter of 1903-4. Those who followed this group 
came for a variety of reasons: the pogroms in Kishinev and Homel, which 
had a traumatic impact; their association with socialist-Zionist groups; 
the failure of the revolution of 1905 and the rise of anti-Semitic reaction 
which came in its wake; and the atmosphere of despair and confusion 
following the Uganda crisis and Herzl's sudden death.112 Young women 
and men, deeply disappointed by the lack of direction in the Zionist
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movement and its continued political orientation, were moved by the 
idealistic challenge of men like Menahem Ussishkin, whose pamphlet Our 
Program exhorted them to devote three years of their lives to building up 
Palestine. They were equally impressed by a circular written in March 
1905 by Yosef Vitkin, a teacher in Palestine, who called on them to do 
pioneer work. Michael Halperin, a Palestinian Jew, traveled from town 
to town in Russia and called on young men and women to immigrate to 
Palestine to undertake agricultural work and defend the Jewish settle
ments.113 Another factor contributing to the wave of immigration was the 
Russo-Japanese War, which began in 1904. Many young men (called 
"Japanese" by the Yishuv) preferred immigration to Palestine to service 
in the tsarist army.

It is quite unlikely that in 1907 Weizmann knew much about the Sec
ond Aliy ah or of the general political, economic, and social transforma
tions then taking place in Palestine. But if he needed an introduction to 
life in Palestine, he could not have had a better guide than Manya Wil- 
bushevitz (later Shohat), who was also traveling aboard the Orénoc/ue.114 
Manya Wilbushevitz hailed from Russia, where she had briefly been a 
member of the terrorist section of the Socialist Revolutionary Party.115 After 
her first visit to Palestine in 1904, she began actively pursuing her plans 
for collective settlements in Palestine. Max Nordau informed her that she 
was suffering from feverish delusions and advised her to consult a psy
chiatrist.116 She was not the kind of woman who could be deterred by 
derision, however, and went on to become the driving force behind Se- 
jera, the setting for the first attempt at collective agricultural settlement. 
Also on board was David Klimker, manager of the Hermon olive oil fac
tory in Motza, outside Jerusalem. Thus, the trip began auspiciously. The 
weather was excellent. Since few people were on board, Weizmann had 
a cabin all to himself, and though he traveled third class, the food was 
very good.117 The company at his table was interesting: Klimker, Wil
bushevitz, two "decent-looking Englishmen and a young Jew from Brus
sels." The rest were "mostly scum," he assured Vera.118

They arrived in Alexandria on August 27, where Manya Wilbushevitz 
and Weizmann reported to two local Zionist groups on the congress.119 
Three days later the boat went up the coast to Beirut, where the passen
gers were placed in quarantine for five days because of a cholera epi
demic in Egypt—not an unusual occurrence in the area.120 Conditions in 
quarantine were abominable. Weizmann wrote Vera, ''We have been 
locked up in dreadful barracks lacking the most elemental comforts . . . 
It is dirty and foul—in short, Turkish style. It is even impossible to read, 
as all kinds of savages are milling around and are being a disturbance. 
The food is pretty bad; moreover, I am paying 8 frs. a day for the priv
ilege."121 The tedium was broken by a visit from Victor Jacobson, who a 
year earlier had opened the Beirut branch of the Anglo-Palestine Com
pany, using his office to make contacts with Turkish officials in Constan
tinople. By the time Weizmann was released from quarantine, the boat 
for Jaffa had already departed, forcing him to spend two extra days in



Beirut and bringing the net loss of his travel time to ten days. He was 
rescued by Samuel Pevsner, Ahad Ha'Am's son-in-law, founder of the 
Atid Company and manager of its Haifa plant, who was then vacation
ing with his wife. Lea, in Burmanna, a resort town near Beirut. No doubt 
the two days spent with the Pevsners were a useful further introduction 
to life in Palestine, and it was certainly a relief to be able to spend the 
eve of the New Year with them rather than in quarantine.122

On September 10 Weizmann arrived in Jaffa, the gateway to Palestine 
for thousands of immigrants, tourists, and pilgrims. It was a bustling, 
overcrowded, and fast-growing city. Prior to the founding of neighbor
ing Tel Aviv in 1909,123 it served as the center of Zionist institutions and 
of the New Yishuv in Palestine.124 But Weizmann spent only one day in 
the dty. "I saw a lot of people, heard many contradictory opinions. Peo
ple are dissatisfied with a lot of things and speak harshly against the 
work of the Congress. But one has to listen to all this in silence, without 
entering into discussions . . .  I cannot tell you anything as yet, except 
that the sky and the sea are very beautiful here, and the mood entirely 
different from ours/'125 Jaffa, he had time enough to observe, was a place 
where people concerned themselves with "squabbles, gossip and home
made politics," where they "know only one thing: tearing everything 
apart." A two-day trip to the Jewish colonies in the Sharon plains*pre
sented an altogether different picture. Here, at last, he saw for himself 
practical Zionism at work; his enthusiasm for Jewish farmers and their 
lifestyle would rémain with him throughout his life. He was impressed 
by Petach Tikvah, Rishon le-Zion, and Rehovot, where he stayed in the 
home of Aaron Eisenberg, who had emigrated from Pinsk. The latter's 
daughter, Yehudit, and her husband, Chaim, showed him their vine
yard on a nearby hill, upon which Weizmann would one day build his 
home and the Daniel Sieff Institute. He reported enthusiastically to Vera:

It's worth a lifetime to glimpse the work of Jewish hands, to see how, after 
twenty years of toil, former sand and swamps support flourishing orchards, 
to see Jewish farmers. I understood many things much better, more clearly; 
the potentiality of Palestine is immense . . . It is impossible not to feel well 
in a colony. My general conclusion is briefly the following: if everything 
progresses so slowly, with such difficulties, the fault lies not with the soil of 
Palestine, nor even with the political conditions in the country (indisputably 
difficult), but rather with ourselves—and only ourselves. If our Jewish capital
ists, say even only the Zionist capitalists, were to invest their capital in Pal
estine, if only in part, there is no doubt that the lifeline of Palestine—all the 
coastal strip—would be in Jewish hands within 25 years. No force in the 
world would then be able to destroy what was built.

I am not shutting my eyes to the tremendous difficulties, the obstacles, 
the hard life, but my conviction is strong and unwavering. Let the Jews want 
it, and everything will be ours!126

He spent.less than two days in Jerusalem (September 16-17), where 
he gave'a talk on the congress. "It was extremely interesting," he wrote
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to Vera,127 but dearly Jerusalem had made a negative impression on him, 
as he later recalled in his memoirs:

My most unhappy experience during the . . . tour of the country . . . was 
Jerusalem . . . Jerusalem was the dty of the ChalluÈah, a dty living on char
ity, on begging letters, on collections . . . From the Jewish point of view it 
was a miserable ghetto, derelict and without dignity. All the grand places 
belonged to others. There were innumerable churches, of every sect and na
tionality. We had not a decent building of our ovvp...All the world had a 
foothold in Jerusalem—except the Jews. The hotel to which we were di
rected was a dilapidated and verminous ruin, with nondescript people pouring 
in and out all day long, and all of them engaged apparently in wasting their 
own and each other's time. It depressed me beyond words . . .  I remained 
prejudiced against the dty for many years . . ,128
After Jerusalem, the flow of letters to Vera ceased—for good reason. 

He was traveling with Yehoshua Hankin by horse-drawn carriage and 
on horseback in isolated and extremely difficult terrain; moreover, it was 
dusty and quite hot in early September. Once again he was fortunate in 
having a man such as Hankin serving as his guide. Hankin had come to 
Palestine from the Ukraine in 1882 at the age of eighteen. In due course 
he became one of the country's foremost experts in dealing with the Arab 
population, as well as in the acquisition of land; his first purchase in 1890 
was the acquisition of the land on which Rehovot—Weizmann's future 
residence—was founded.129 Beginning their nine-day-long tour in Jaffa, 
which served as Weizmann's base, they headed north toward Metullah, 
through Zikhron Yaakov—where Weizmann lay ill with fever for three 
days—and on to Haifa, Nazareth, Yavniel, Sejera, and Tiberias.130 Han
kin, whose father was one of the founders of Rishon le-Zion, could en
lighten Weizmann from firsthand experience about the impact of Baron 
Edmond de Rothschild on the First Aliy ah. There was no question about 
the fact that he had single-handedly saved the colonies during a critical 
period.131 But the Rothschild administration also sapped the colonists' 
initial zest for pioneering, first making them into virtual employees of 
the baron and eventually—after their land began to yield rich harvests— 
into estate owners who depended on hired hands, mainly Arabs. "New 
blood had to be brought into the country; a new spirit of enterprise had 
to be introduced."132

The last stop of the tour, on September 26, was Haifa, where he vis
ited the Atid Factory and waited for the steamer to take him back to Eu
rope. According to his memoirs, he met Arthur Ruppin in Samuel Pev
sner's house in Haifa,133 though none of his letters and subsequent reports 
mention Ruppin's name. This is not surprising, since the man who was 
destined to become the "father of Zionist settlement" was hardly a 
household name in Zionist circles in 1907. Bom in Posen and raised in 
Magdeburg, Ruppin was a lawyer by profession and an economist and 
sociologist by avocation. His fame as a sociologist began to spread after 
the publication in 1904 of his book Die Juden der Gegenwart. In 1907 he 
was asked by David Wolffsohn and Otto Warburg to investigate settle-



ment possibilities in Palestine;134 his few months in the country over
lapped with Weizmann's trip. This journey led to Ruppin's appointment 
in 1908 as head of the Palestine Office (Palaestina Amt) and of the Pal
estine Land Development Company, which the World Zionist Organi
zation set up in Jaffa.135 From then until his death in 1943—with inter
ruptions devoted to scientific work—Ruppin was largely responsible for 
organizing Zionist settlement in Palestine.136

Ruppin7 s report to the World Zionist Organization in November 1907 
indicates that he had quickly grasped the most important needs of the 
Yishuv and of the movement in Palestine.137 One may safely assume that 
the combined observations and advice of Ruppin, Hankin, and Pevsner 
had an impact on Weizmann. Even though he had spent only sixteen 
days in Palestine (during three or four of which he was bedridden), 
Weizmann's newly found friends helped place his impressions in per
spective. Just prior to his departure from Palestine, while the sights he 
had witnessed and the conversations he had had were still fresh, he wrote 
his report to Kremenetzky concerning industrial prospects in Palestine. 
He advised against perfume manufacture or fruit canning; the former had 
been tried unsuccessfully by Baron Edmond de Rothschild138 and the latter 
was not sufficiently profitable. He saw the greatest promise in an indus
try based on olive oil. He suggested that Kremenetzky join forces toith 
the Atid enterprises by introducing more capital:

I proposed to the gentlemen that. . . together with Atid [we] found a sin
gle company that will control the entire oil industry of the country. Atid will 
give us its two years7 experience and knowledge of conditions; we shall con
tribute fresh capital, new chemists, etc. . . . We could have a single central 
administration and make the new venture easier and more economical in 
every respect. . .  I therefore suggest to you that we start with an oil factory, then 
add a small lemon-[processing] factory and distillation plant.139

Nothing came of these suggestions. Kremenetzky remained cool to 
Weizmann's ideas, and though the latter kept on asking for a decision, 
the industrialist stalled. A year and a half later Kremenetzky asked for a 
more detailed memorandum on Weizmann's findings and a report as well 
as laboratory tests.140 Probably realizing that nothing would come of this, 
Weizmann failed to comply. Instead he asked for reimbursement for his 
expenses,141 which greatly angered Kremenetzky.142 The latter was ob
viously not convinced by Weizmann's preliminary reports and did not 
rush to invest his money in the Atid Company;143 only after World War 
I did he establish the Silicat brickworks in Palestine.144

As a hard-nosed businessman, Kremenetzky expected more informa
tion from Weizmann to justify his hundred-pound investment in the lat
ter's trip. For his part, Weizmann admitted later in life that the initial 
object of his journey—the establishment of a factory—"receded into the 
background" during his trip.145 What, then, were his general conclu
sions on what was to be done in Palestine? Above all, Zionists had to 
press iminediately for practical work in Palestine, which this new breed
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of pioneers of the Second Aliyah, free of the spirit of philanthropy, would 
undertake. How was this to be accomplished? To Vera he had written 
that the initiative had to come from "our Jewish capitalists, [or] even only 
the Zionist capitalists"; then Palestine would be in Jewish hands within 
twenty-five years.146 To Sokolow he wrote two months later, "Even the 
[Zionist] organization, and not only the Zionists in their private capac
ity, could do a great deal."147 In short, he did not have à clear-cut eco
nomic, political, or even social conception of hgŵ  land was to be ac
quired—nor was this important in the final analysis. Rather, his was a 
pragmatic approach which clearly viewed concrete achievements as hav
ing political and diplomatic weight in and of themselves. He concluded 
his letter to Sokolow thus: "The whole program for Palestine could al
most be summed up in one word: land. Ussishkin was not so wrong 
when he said that in another 25 years it will be impossible to get Pales
tine unless we buy up the land now."148

On October 19—a cool Saturday evening, far from the dusty heat of 
Palestine—Weizmann summed up his views in an impressive speech be
fore the Manchester Zionists.149 He told his audience that Palestine was 
continually changing, improving. Zionism's mistake was to worry about 
preconditions for founding colonies rather than their actual existence. 
Political influence would follow in the wake of institutions already 
founded, not by diplomacy alone.

. . . The Baron had accomplished more in the country than the collective 
labors of the Zionist Organization. It was true that this work was not na
tional, but was built on philanthropy, and that it fostered the ghetto spirit 
of dependence on schnorring . . . nevertheless the work of the Baron had 
been the work of a statesman. It had shown that Palestine was colonizable 
and that the Jews were the proper people to colonize it.

. . . However, the welfare of the colonies was seriously affected by the 
Arab labor question. Sixty to eighty percent of the laborers were Arabs . . . 
This involves two issues: (a) Arabs are being civilized at the expense of their 
Jewish neighbors, and (b) it places the prosperity of the Jewish colonies too 
much in the hands of the Arab population. The Arab retains his primitive 
attachment to the land, the soil-instinct is strong in him, and by being con
tinuously employed on it there is a danger that he might feel himself indis
pensable to it, with a moral right to it.

The Jewish colonies could not be regarded as really Jewish so long as Ar
abs formed so powerful a part of the labor force. There were Jewish labor
ers, but they could not be expected to enter into competition with Arabs, 
whose requirements were few, and whose mode of living was uncivilized. 
The course open to Jewish labor was to contribute superior intelligence and 
civilization, which would render it more valuable to the employer. He praised 
Poalei Zion and Hapoel Hazair, especially the latter, which competed with 
Arab labor by better, more efficient work . . .

The purchase of land was difficult, but much depended on how one went 
about i t . . . The JNF [Jewish National Fund] was still too small for signifi
cant land purchase,150 but the Zionists should open an office in Constanti
nople to facilitate legalities. This would stimulate private initiative. The JNF
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should buy plots between the colonies to form geographically united centers 
belonging entirely to Jews. This strategic buying should be the basis for their 
practical work.151
In fact, Weizmann had little faith that the World Zionist Organization 

would undertake major efforts in Palestine: "We have no people in the 
country and it is all paperwork . . . our bankers are only money-changers 
and our diplomats only intercessors. They are not equal to the compli
cated conditions in the East, and their ignorance is bottomless."152 For 
the time being Weizmann put his faith in the revamped EZF and Gas- 
ter's leadership: 'The redemption of the land is only a phrase with us, 
and the Germans [the Templars] are buying land in Palestine while we 
make Congresses . . .  I beg you, dear Doctor, to write immediately. We 
could win over Moser and Dreyfus as well as some other people here 
and in London for Palestine . . .  I am waiting to be summoned."153

Gaster was not ready for large-scale practical work either,154 but for 
Weizmann the trip to Palestine—the only one he made before the Bal
four Declaration—was of decisive importance in his own personal de
velopment. He saw with his own eyes that what he had preached at the 
Eighth Zionist Congress concerning synthetic Zionism could actually be 
accomplished. It confirmed his resolve to push the cause of the "pjacti- 
cals." For the Zionists time was of the essence; they could not afford to 
squander it.



_______ XIV_______
The End of the Wolffsohn Era

Upon his return from Palestine on October 10, 1907, and throughout 1908 
Weizmann did not contribute much to the life of the reconstituted En
glish Zionist Federation. The main reason for his abstention from inter
nal politics seems to have been ill health. Throughout the winter he ex
perienced serious weakness, loss of weight, and painful abscesses which 
required some surgery.1 An indication of the seriousness of his condi
tion is the fact that in April 1908 he went on a ten-day vacation to Old 
Colwyn in North Wales,2 to which he returned during the summer to 
spend the month of August3 with Vera and Benjy. Instead of working 
for Clayton or in the lab, he confined his academic work to a paper which 
he presented before the British Association for the Advancement of Sci
ence early in September.4 Despite these rest periods, his chest pains did 
not subside—forcing him, on at least one occasion, to cancel a public 
lecture5—and in mid-December he went to Cannes to convalesce in a 
sanatorium for one month.6

In contrast to his frenetic pace in 1906-7, Weizmann severely cur
tailed—though he did not totally eliminate—his Zionist activities 
throughout this period. For example, at the end of December 1907 he 
traveled to Geneva to conclude a contract for his camphor patents with 
the company of Leon Givaudan,7 which earned him a monthly check of 
a few hundred francs until just prior to World War I.8 After a stopover 
in Vienna to visit Kremenetzky and his brother-in-law Abraham Lichten
stein, he attended G AC meetings in Berlin on January 6 and 7, 1908.9 
During these meetings Weizmann criticized the leadership for its lack of 
systematic planning in Palestine during the past three years: "What will 
you do if your political work should be crowned with success?"10 He 
was clearly alluding to Wolffsohn's recent trip to Constantinople at the 
invitation of Effendi Bekhor, who was acting on behalf of the sultan. In 
exchange for twenty-six million pounds, which would help wipe out the 
Turkish public debt, the Sublime Porte was willing to permit the settle
ment of fifty thousand Jewish families in Palestine over a period of twenty- 
five years. It was an indication of the exaggerated Turkish notions of Zi
onist financial prowess. When Wolffsohn offered two million pounds in
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return the negotiations broke down. On the positive side, Wolffsohn was 
able to successfully negotiate for permission to open the Anglo-Levantine 
Banking Company in August 1908 as a partnership of the Jewish Colo
nial Trust and Mitrani Bros. The Zionist director of the bank, Victor Ja
cobson, was also to function as the political representative of the World 
Zionist Organization.11

Weizmann was not the only person to criticize the leadership's per
formance since the Eighth Zionist Congress, but Wolffsohn took per
sonal offense at his needling remarks, which were made outside the 
context of the debate: "Dr. Weizmann's remarks astound me. We are 
presently discussing grants from the National Fund and here comes Mr. 
Weizmann, who, year in, year out, has demanded this work from us 
. . . and asks what political aims we have and according to which sys
tem we operate. When we charted a political course, it was Mr. Weiz
mann who demanded practical work of us; now that we have under
taken practical work, Mr. Weizmann demands political action. We were 
always told to undertake practical work in Palestine; now it is being as
serted that all that is being done is bad."12

To all appearances, the annual conference of the English Zionist Fed
eration, which met in Manchester on February 2, 1908, was much less 
eventful. Beneath the surface the old rivalries of Greenberg and Cowen 
versus Gaster continued unabated—so much so that Gaster refused to 
address public meetings to which Greenberg had been invited. The 1908 
conference, therefore, had to be held in camera.13 Gaster was again elected 
president, with Herbert Bentwich and Jacob Moser as vice presidents for 
London and the provinces, respectively. Weizmann and Harry Sacher 
were elected to the Provincial Council of the EZF, while Leon Simon was 
elected to the London Council.14 Cowen still protested unsuccessfully 
against any changes in the statutes of the Jewish Colonial Trust, and 
perhaps because of this the "politicals" in the EZF were not elected to 
its executive body.15 At a public meeting following the conference, Gas
ter launched into a tirade against the territorialists, declaring his adher
ence to the Basel Program. Probably the only event of great significance 
at the Manchester Conference was the public reading of a letter from 
Winston Churchill to Gaster in which he declared that his visit to East 
Africa had acquainted him "with many difficulties which seem to lie in 
the path in that country. And, of course, Jerusalem must be the only 
ultimate goal. When it will be achieved it is vain to prophesy. But that it 
will someday be achieved is one of the few certainties of the future. And 
the establishment of a strong, free Jewish State astride of the bridge be
tween Europe and Africa, flanking the land roads to the East, would be 
not only an immense advantage to the British Empire, but a notable step 
towards the harmonious disposition of the world among its peoples."16

Weizmann was hardly involved in the Manchester Conference of the 
EZF and willingly gave up the provincial vice presidency in favor of Moser. 
That same weekend he was busy with Ahad Ha'Am, who was then in 
England-for a few months exploring a suggestion by the heads of the
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Wissotzky tea firm that he become manager of their recently opened 
London office.17 Weizmann's concern was to keep his promise to Ahad 
Ha'Am, who agreed to come to Manchester for the weekend on condi
tion that he be kept from the Zionist limelight;18 what Ahad Ha'Am saw 
of the Zionist conference in Manchester depressed and disappointed him.19 
Weizmann, on the other hand, was overjoyed when Ahad Ha'Am moved 
to London in May 1908 as Wissotzky7s agent. At last there was someone 
in England he respected and trusted without any reservations, to whom 
he could turn for personal guidance and advice and with whom he could 
discuss Zionist problems.20 Though by now more integrated in England, 
Weizmann still had a greater affinity to his former patrons on the Con
tinent. Ahad Ha'Am's towering intellect and moral authority would serve 
Weizmann as a sure compass in charting the political and intellectual 
problems confronting the Zionist movement, making it less imperative 
to await Ussishkin's directives from afar. Ahad Ha'Am's cautious ap
proach would reflect itself in the substance and style of Weizmann's 
subsequent formulations and positions. For his part, Ahad Ha'Am felt 
lonely and estranged in England and greatly cherished the company of 
Weizmann and a few chosen individuals from the Old Country as well 
as from among the younger generation of English Zionists. Weizmann 
visited Ahad Ha'Am when in London, often staying the night in his home 
in the northwestern suburb of Belsize Park and arranging to meet there 
with other men from Ahad Ha'Am's circle of intimates. Within a brief 
period Ahad Ha'Am completely replaced Moses Gaster. It was to the 
Odessa philosopher that Weizmann now turned not only for moral en
couragement but also for occasional financial help.21

A visit by Ahad Ha'Am to Manchester was a holiday for Weizmann, 
so much so that he hardly attended the EZF sessions of the Manchester 
annual conference. Well aware that his colleagues in the EZF had noted 
his reduced level of activity and pronounced lack of interest, soon after 
the Manchester Conference he offered to resign his seat on the execu
tive—a suggestion that was rejected by both Percy Baker, the honorary 
secretary, and Moses Gaster.22 Likewise, he failed to attend G AC meet
ings in Cologne in mid-August 1908, preferring to continue his vacation 
in North Wales.23 When Otto Warburg invited him, in November 1908, 
to accept an honorary directorship in the newly formed Palestine Land 
Development Company (PLDC), Weizmann accepted with uncharacter
istic reluctance. "If you can find no better director for the PLDC, if you 
think I could be of some use in this position, then I will accept it."24 His 
one concrete achievement during this period was to help establish the 
Manchester University Students' Zionist Association, of which he was 
elected president in mid-January 1909.25

If Weizmann can be credited with having engineered the results of the 
Birmingham Conference in February 1907, he must also share some of 
the blame for the disastrous results of the annual conference of the EZF 
in Sheffield at the end of January 1909. For the past three or four years 
Weizmann had played a key role in corralling the provinces, and espe-
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dally Manchester, into the Gasterite camp. His concerted attempts helped 
bring Gaster into the presidency of the EZF on his own terms. But what 
Weizmann should have known was that Gaster was . temperamentally 
incapable of playing the impartial role that his office demanded. Instead, 
within two years he managed to throw even his followers into despair 
over his tactless and unimaginative handling of the affairs of the EZF. 
The membership had declined rapidly and the finandal situation of the 
organization had reached a new nadir. Moreover, in the absence of 
Weizmann's skillful behind-the-scenes negotiations—which he had con
ducted so masterfully two years earlier—the "practicals" came to Shef
field disorganized, dispirited, and totally unprepared for the fight that 
awaited them there. Even though Greenberg was absent from Sheffield, 
the "politicals," headed by Joseph Cowen, staged a well-planned coun
terattack, catching Gaster and his followers off guard. Joseph Cowen, 
Jacob Goldbloom, and Israel Cohen sharply attacked Gaster for the lack
luster performance of the movement. He was accused of dictatorial be
havior and a demonstrative lack of respect toward the movement's vet
erans, namely, Greenberg and Cowen. Despite Weizmann's conciliatory 
speech, the executive's report, moved by Herbert Bentwich and Samuel 
Daiches, was passed by only a slim margin of twenty-six votes to twelve. 
Nevertheless, Gaster was unanimously reelected for the third yearrin a 
row as president of the EZF, and Jacob Moser was returned as provincial 
vice president. A problem arose over the position of the London vice 
president. Supported by Cowen, Greenberg barely won, with twenty- 
two votes to the twenty-one of Herbert Bentwich, who challenged the 
elections even before the results were made known.26 When the results 
were announced, Gaster and Moser declared that they would not serve 
with Greenberg and resigned. All their followers, including Weizmann 
and Leon Simon, also resigned from the executive.27 Though Greenberg 
continued to have the support of some influential London Zionists— 
among them Cowen, Israel Cohen, S. B. Rubenstein, Jacob Goldbloom, 
Harris Ginzburg, Samuel Goldreich, and Leopold Kessler—he was un
successful in his attempts to continue the work of the federation. Gaster 
refused to hand over the federation's office keys and papers since he did 
not recognize the truncated executive as having a sufficient mandate.28 
Greenberg's requests for Sir Francis Montefiore's intercession were also 
futile.29 The shameful scenes that ensued made the EZF the laughing
stock of the entire movement.

Naturally the various factions turned to David Wolffsohn, the presi
dent of the World Zionist Organization. Greenberg advised Wolffsohn 
to stay out of the fray,30 a suggestion that suited the latter's inclinations 
in any case.31 Weizmann and his supporters, however, saw the situation 
as an opportunity to wrest power from the "politicals" once and for all 
and move the federation headquarters to Manchester.32 Though he feigned 
personal disinterest, Weizmann informed the president that "it is tre
mendously hard for me to plead this way, which in my opinion and that 
of many others is the only sound way out of the crisis, because it could
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mean at the same time that I want to grab the 'power' (nebbich!) for my
self. Until now I have been above any suspicion of personal motives, 
and I would now naturally lay myself open to attacks. But this is my 
profound conviction: London is absolutely rotten and useless. In the 
provinces we have less choice, but we could find people who would work 
and not quarrel."?3 Two years earlier Weizmann had made a similar 
suggestion, but not in quite so explicit a manner; the fact that he re
ceived the largest number of votes in the elections at Sheffield may have 
emboldened and encouraged him to be more frank.34 Herbert Bentwich 
and Jacob Moser, who met Wolffsohn in Cologne, reinforced the sug
gestion for a move to Manchester with Dreyfus as president, Bentwich 
and Moser as vice presidents and Weizmann as honorary secretary.35 Even 
Samuel Goldreich, who supported Greenberg, saw no alternative to 
Manchester. He summarized the situation in English Zionism thus:

. . .  I hold more firmly than ever to the opinion that the only remedy is to 
remove the headquarters to Manchester and let Dr. Weizmann take the chair. 
He is a strong man and will most likely rise to his responsibilities, and I 
hope he will do better than any of his predecessors; he cannot do worse. I 
hold that he was entirely wrong in resigning [from the executive] in Shef
field and I know of no justification for it but sheer Jesuitical cowardice.

As you know, I have no respect for Dr. Gaster. He is a megalomaniac of 
the worst kind, and as it is coupled with an appalling incapacity for work 
or leadership, his removal from the chair can do no harm. Mr. Greenberg 
has too many enemies to be a really effective chairman . . . Cowen is the 
most capable Englishman in the whole group, but he is so tactless and im
pulsive that I am afraid to entrust him with the chairmanship at the present 
moment . . .

I have thought about this for some time and feel sure that the removal of 
the headquarters of the federation to Manchester is best.36

Wolffsohn was now persuaded that Manchester was a viable alterna
tive, but he insisted that the final decision had to be made by the En
glish Zionists themselves. He even entertained the idea that a separate 
federation could be established in the provinces, with headquarters in 
Manchester, which would later unite with the London group.37 Green
berg, who claimed he had nothing against Manchester in principle, re
sisted any attempt for change before the membership itself could decide 
the issue.38 The impasse was broken when, at the suggestion of the 
Manchester Zionist Association, a special conference was convened in 
Leeds on March 28, 1909.39 With the exception of Harry Sacher, Gaster7s 
supporters boycotted this meeting and a supposedly neutral leadership 
was elected, with Charles Dreyfus as president, Leopold Greenberg as 
London vice president, and Jacob Moser as provincial vice president. No 
Manchester Zionist was elected to the executive.40 Moser refused to serve, 
and the EZF, whose headquarters remained in London, limped along as 
an ineffective and lifeless body for the next few years. Though he was 
reelected at the EZF annual conference held in January 1910,41 Dreyfus 
resigned from his office in July of that year, after the EZF executive's
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recommendation to dissolve the federation was rejected by the member
ship.42 Joseph Cowen, his successor, would not stand for election, and 
the post was reluctantly assumed by Leopold Kessler in February 1912.43

Gaster's long-term prediction that another Zionist organization would 
be created apart from the EZF finally came true. Conveniently, such a 
body already existed and simply needed to be revamped by the Gaster- 
ites. The Order of Ancient Maccabeans (OAM) was founded in 1896 by 
Ephraim Ish-Kishor, probably at the suggestion of Theodor Herzl.44 This 
was an order of friendly societies whose aim was to combine support of 
Zionism with mutual social benefits; thus it remained distinct from the 
English Zionist Federation after that body had been established. Its 
membership was mainly drawn from the working class and numbered 
about a thousand by 1909. It suited the purposes of the Gaster group 
perfectly, not only because it was a well-knit organization but because 
in 1909 its grand commander was none other than Herbert Bentwich, a 
loyal Gasterite, and its headquarters were in Manchester.45 It was only 
natural that Bentwich now summoned the commanders of every Mac- 
cabean ''beacon" to help challenge the EZF and replace it with the Order 
of Ancient Maccabeans as the legitimate voice of English Zionism.46 With 
Gaster pulling the strings behind the scenes, it was decided to turn OAM 
into a Sonderverband directly affiliated with the World Zionist Organiza
tion. This could bé done once proof was submitted of a minimum of 3,000 
shekel purchasers.47 Wolffsohn sanctioned OAM's independent distri
bution of shekels that year,48 and by December 1910 he was notified that 
the order had sold 3,010 shekels.49 The EZF protested,50 but to no avail. 
By the time the Ninth Zionist Congress met in Hamburg in December 
1909, Weizmann had helped elect Maccabeans as delegates.51 Meetings 
of the EZF with OAM in May 1910 and in August 1911 did not lead to 
reconciliation.52 In its meeting in early November 1911 G AC finally im
posed its own solution, recognizing OAM as a Sonderverband, provided 
the OAM and the EZF formed a Joint Zionist Council that would act for 
both bodies.53 In February 1912 both sides finally agreed to this solution 
under the neutral leadership of Samuel Hirsch.54 Within a short period 
the newly created council was dominated by the Gaster group.

Throughout much of this period Weizmann was careful not to sever 
ties either with the EZF leadership or with Wolffsohn, writing concilia
tory and even friendly letters to the latter until the Ninth Zionist Con
gress met in Hamburg in December 1909. Even afterward he maintained 
his relations with the London group, though in a letter to Gaster he wrote, 
"I have had a somewhat acrimonious correspondence with Sacher. Sacher 
believes he will be doing the right thing by making another attempt with 
the EZF. The younger people just do not have the experience we have 
so bitterly undergone, and it is only to be expected that they will soon 
find out the hard way that the situation is impossible."55 Gaster was not 
deceived by Weizmann's words. He became increasingly suspicious of 
his protégé's movements and motivations.56 Gaster had good reason to 
be wary of Weizmann. Unlike Gaster, Weizmann wished to effect peace
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between the warring camps of English Zionism. At the annual confer
ence of the EZF, which took place in Manchester on February 26, 1911, 
Weizmann accepted the vice presidency of the EZF under the presi
dency of Joseph Cowen.57 Weizmann's close associates—Norman Bent- 
wich, Harry Sacher, and Leon Simon—also joined the executive.58 Not 
surprisingly, Weizmann and Gaster stopped corresponding until the 
spring of 1913—a sharp contrast to the frequent contacts and warm re
lations during the previous seven years. It was clear that the more Weiz- 
mann's stature grew on the Continent, the more he felt independent of 
the Haham, free to choose his own political path amid the intrigues of 
English Zionism. Despite his disappointment with the EZF's rejection of 
his proposal that Gaster be elected president of a "homogeneous" lead
ership, Weizmann again accepted the vice presidency of the EZF under 
Cowen at the annual conference of June î, 1913,59 as well as at the Leeds 
Conference of February 1914.60 Throughout he remained the pragmatic 
politician, knowing full well that it was easier to influence the EZF to 
adopt a "practical" course from within rather than continue splintering 
the Zionist forces further. Firmly entrenched in both the EZF and OAM, 
he was in a singular position to achieve unity between them when the 
time came. His acceptance of an official post in what Gaster considered 
the enemy camp fully accorded with his long-standing principle of 
avoiding, as much as possible, secession within Zionism. By February 
1911 he had given up hope that Gaster would compromise with the EZF, 
having decided that a break with Gaster was preferable to a split with 
English Zionism. Lastly, as a member of both the EZF and OAM, he 
would have a better chance in persuading their memberships to oppose 
Wolffsohn at the Tenth Zionist Congress.61

Weizmann realized early in 1909 that as long as Wolffsohn remained 
in power, Greenberg and "his gang," as Gaster referred to them,62 would 
continue to steer the movement along the old "political" path. Wolff- 
sohn's (and Kann's) natural sympathies lay with Greenberg and Cowen, 
making internal changes within the EZF difficult to effect. It was clear 
that if the "practicals" were to get anywhere, Wolffsohn would have to 
go. This, of course, was also the view of others in the movement, es
pecially Ussishkin, who knew that because of Wolfssohn he had been 
excluded from SAC at the 1907 congress in The Hague. Since mid-1906, 
when he was elected chairman of the Society for the Support of Jewish 
Farmers and Artisans in Syria and Palestine (the Odessa Committee), 
Ussishkin had become the leader par excellence of "practical" Zionism.63 
If he failed to get rid of the "politicals" at The Hague, this only made 
Ussishkin all the more eager to try again at Hamburg. Even Tschlenow, 
who hitherto had advocated a more moderate course, now changed his 
conciliatory stance toward the Wolffsohn-led SAC. The battle would take 
place in Hamburg at the Ninth Zionist Congress.

The congress had been postponed from its usual summer date to the 
end of December 1909 in order to afford the World Zionist Organization
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the necessary time for assessment of the new situation in the Ottoman 
Empire. On July 24, 1908, a bloodless revolution led by the Young Turks 
took place. Under pressure, Sultan Abdul Hamid II restored the consti
tution which he himself had granted in 1876 and had suspended two 
years later. Press censorship was abolished and arrangements were made 
to reconvene the parliament for the first time in thirty years.64 The Young 
Turks, represented primarily by the Committee of Union and Progress, 
established themselves as the dominant force behind the new regime. In 
April 1909, following an abortive counterrevolution, Abdul Hamid was 
deposed and the committee's influence was further enhanced.65 The 
Young Turks were initially welcomed with almost delirious joy by the 
empire's subjects. Turks, Armenians, and members of other ethnic groups 
embraced on the street, believing that the age of freedom and brother
hood had arrived.66 Jews also joined the Committee of Union and Prog
ress and soon attained considerable prominence. Zionists everywhere 
initially expected far-reaching changes in the Ottoman Empire's hostile 
attitude toward Zionism.67 Weizmann, too, was infected by the general 
enthusiasm. At sl public meeting of the Manchester Zionist Association 
he equated the new constitution to a charter. The changes in the Otto
man Empire had come as a surprise to everyone, including the political 
experts. He believed that three quarters of the difficulties which *had 
previously confronted the Zionist movement had now been removed. He 
foresaw reform of the Palestine land laws, unrestricted immigration, and 
the free development of industry and the press. In his mind's eye he 
could already see the legally secured and publicly safeguarded home in 
Palestine.68

During the first few months after the revolution, the signs were in
deed encouraging. Max Nordau, who had maintained contacts with the 
Young Turks in Paris in the period before the revolution, was particu
larly optimistic.69 On the other hand, Victor Jacobson, who had come to 
Constantinople in August 1908 as the representative of the World Zion
ist Organization, warned from the outset that it was premature to as
cribe to the new regime a positive attitude toward Zionism.70 Wolffsohn 
adopted a cautious posture toward the new regime, not committing the 
Zionist movement to any definite policy, while striving to cultivate the 
favor of those now in power.71 This infuriated many Zionists, especially 
in Russia, who saw in this policy a failure to seize new opportunities. A 
meeting of Russian Zionists, headed by the perennial rivals Tschlenow 
and Ussishkin, convened in Odessa in October 1908 and recommended 
the establishment of a Jewish press in Constantinople, pledging to raise 
fifty thousand rubles for this purpose. To Wolffsohn's surprise and an
noyance, they succeeded in raising the money.72 GAC, which discussed 
these developments in its meetings in mid-March 1909—which Weiz
mann did not attend—relented in the face of this fait accompli and voted 
to increase the subsidy for newspapers in the Turkish capital.73 Follow
ing Wolffsohn's visit to Constantinople in June 1909, it was decided to
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support a number of French and Ladino newspapers which took a pro- 
Zionist stance and to publish a Hebrew weekly. Vladimir Jabotinsky was 
appointed the editor and coordinator of these enterprises.74

Thus, the views of the Russian Zionist opposition prevailed against 
Wolffsohn's objections on an important issue. Moreover, the Zionist ap
pointees in Constantinople, Jacobson and Jabotinsky, were clearly Us- 
sishkin's men. The Russian opposition had been marshaling its forces 
and coordinating its policies since the fall of 1908. At the beginning of 
February 1909 a general meeting of the Odessa tommittee, chaired by 
Ussishkin and attended by some 450 delegates, turned into an impres
sive demonstration of opposition to the Zionist leadership. By their sheer 
mass the delegates constituted a quasi-congress of those dissatisfied with 
Wolffsohn.75 The Russian Zionists published a circular in early October 
1909 in which they demanded new means for political and practical work 
in Palestine in accordance with the changed political conditions. They 
demanded serious Zionist activity among Turkish Jewry and within the 
Yishuv, as well as increased work in Palestine, including the establish
ment of new settlements, training farms, factories, and, of course, the 
founding of an agrarian bank. Lastly, they also called for the election of 
a new president of the SAC.76 The ten Russian members of GAC were 
so sure of their victory in Hamburg that they openly discussed the com
position of the new SAC—Nordau, Marmorek, Sokolow, Stand, Tschle- 
now, Ussishkin, Warburg, and Wolffsohn—which would have its head
quarters in Paris.77 Weizmann, no doubt remembering how the opposition 
had faltered in The Hague two years earlier, commented skeptically, "I 
see that our comrades in Holy Russia have raised the banner of revolt 
against Wolffsohn, but [I] am afraid that in Hamburg they will agree on 
every point, as almost always happens. They are considering the trans
fer of the 'centre' to Paris. Maybe Marmorek's [anti-TB serum, which he 
had discovered] will have a salutary effect here."78

In fact, Weizmann Contemplated not going to Hamburg; he had more 
immediate and important concerns. As a step toward the coveted pro
fessorship, he intended to secure a Fellowship in the Royal Society (F.R.S.) 
and was therefore anxious to publish the results of his ongoing experi
ments during the winter vacation so as to make his case as strong as 
possible.79 However, a fortnight prior to the congress Gaster, in one of 
his unpredictable moves, decided not to attend "because of the personal 
nature of the debates."80 Thus, maintained Gaster, Weizmann had to make 
the sacrifice and lead the fifteen members of the Order of Ancient Mac- 
cabeans during the congress debates and, in cooperation with the Rus
sians, defeat Wolffsohn.81 He gave Weizmann last-minute instructions 
when the latter passed through London on his way to the congress.82 
Weizmann was wary of Ussishkin's plan and much less confident than 
either the Russians or Gaster.83 In the meantime he had been cornered 
into a situation which would force upon him the leading role in the con
certed attack on Wolffsohn: The Russians elected him chairman of the 
standing committee (the Permanenzausschuss) of the congress.84 In effect.



he was in the powerful position of stage-managing all the subjects brought 
to the floor for debate.

The Ninth Zionist Congress, which was attended by 435 delegates, 
opened on December 26, 1909. Wolffsohn began the proceedings with 
an optimistic assessment of developments in the Ottoman Empire, em
phasizing Zionism's potential contributions to the general welfare of the 
new regime. 'There is no conflict between Ottoman interests and Zion
ist aspirations . . . Ottoman laws will be the blueprint for all our enter
prises . . .'/85 Wolffsohn's address contained few surprises, but this was 
more than balanced by Max Nordau, who also spoke in the opening ses
sion. Instead of his usual oration on the state of world Jewry and Zion
ism, he delivered a polemical defense of Zionism and the leadership of 
the organization, while at the same time frankly analyzing recent events 
in the Ottoman Empire. With an eye on the opposition at the congress, 
he described the feverish excitement engendered by these events among 
certain Zionist circles, which demanded from Wolffsohn that he estab
lish close ties between the World Zionist Organization and the new re
gime in Turkey. He complimented the leadership for remaining level
headed under pressure. He opposed the transfer of the Zionist center to 
Constantinople.86 He also opposed the abandonment of the Basel Pro
gram, though he conceded that the charter idea could be dropped and 
that the clause "public law" in the Basel Program had to be reinterpreted 
to mean "under Turkish protection"87 rather than international or Eu
ropean protection.

Our final aim is to live undisturbed in the land of our fathers as a modem, 
highly civilized nation . . . Certain of our opponents have claimed that we 
wish to appropriate a province from the Turkish Empire and, after we find 
ourselves in Palestine, to declare it a kingdom or a republic . . . What we 
want is to live as a nationality within the framework of the Ottoman state, 
like all other nationalities in the Empire; it is our wish to deserve the repu
tation as the most loyal, reliable, and useful of all Turkish nationali
ties . .

No sooner was the presidium of the congress elected89 than a virtual 
avalanche of attacks was directed against David Wolffsohn and SAC's 
policies. The opening salvo was delivered by Daniel Pasmanik, Wolff
sohn's erstwhile supporter, who made some very uncomplimentary 
comparisons between the current president of the World Zionist Orga
nization and Herzl.90 He was followed by a host of other critics. Wolff
sohn, who even prior to the congress was well aware of the impending 
revolt against him, was not about to sit for five long days on the defend
ant's bench. He decided to take the wind out of his opponents' sails and 
announced his resignation from the presidency on the morning of the 
second day of the congress. He used the opportunity to reply to his de
tractors and to defend his own policies. He was particularly harsh to
ward the Russian Zionists, who, in his opinion, constantly criticized and 
demanded action but could not agree on any issue among themselves.
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On the other hand, he paid generous tribute to Otto Warburg. He con
sidered the Russians' proposal for an eight-member SAC impractical; they 
needed to find the right people and he could not recommend a better 
president than Warburg.91 It was an aggressive, well-delivered speech, 
which so moved the delegates that they rose to sing "Hatikvah," the Zi
onist national anthem. It is not clear whether Wolffsohn really meant all 
he said about Warburg, nor whether he had indeed made up his mind 
to relinquish Zionist leadership. What is certain is that the opposition 
had vastly underestimated both his abilities as a politician and the wide
spread sentiment among the delegates—especially the German dele
gates—to keep him in office. Wolffsohn's resignation did not totally quell 
the attacks against him, though for the most part they subsequently bore 
a moderate tone. An exception to this was Weizmann, who probably did 
not quite believe Wolffsohn's public announcement that he had had 
enough of running the movement. Weizmann may have suspected a 
tactical maneuver; otherwise it is difficult to explain his bitter personal 
attack on Wolffsohn, whom he accused of speaking about Russian stu
dents in terms that befitted a German chancellor. He readily conceded 
Wolffsohn's accomplishments but reminded him that there were others 
who had made similar contributions: "Go to the cemetery of Hedera and 
see the graves of all the dead Jewish workers about whom no one speaks 
in the congress; yet they have to their credit as much as some [of our] 
great leaders . . . "  True, Wolffsohn had managed well the finances of 
the movement, but there were other values in Zionism apart from its 
businesslike operation. But it was impossible for one person alone to 
handle all the complicated affairs of the movement. Why not experiment 
and transfer the offices of the movement to one of the large Jewish in
tellectual centers where more capable people could get involved? '1 know 
nothing of business practices, but I assert that it is more likely to find 
inspiration in Berlin than in the little town on the Rhine."92 Careful 
bookkeeping had obscured the single most important ideal in Zionism: 
the settlement of Palestine. Of course, the movement needed financiers, 
but it also needed a large group of intellectuals. "Mr. Wolffsohn, don't 
accuse Warburg of making mistakes. You and all of us make mistakes 
. . . And when the great undertaking of Jewish colonization will get un
der way, then the 3.3 million pounds [he probably meant 300,000] of the 
Jewish Colonial Bank will be a mere trifle. A mistake could be made which 
would cost us the entire capital of the movement, but does that terrify a 
great historical movement? Yet there you are, always holding the pen in 
your hand like a petty accountant. Always repeating 'We might lose 
everything.' " Weizmann suggested trying something new and moving 
out of Cologne. "Berlin has the largest concentration of Jewish intellec
tuals. We must win them over; in this milieu we will be able to work 
better. Don't hide yourself in a comer . . .  a great national movement 
belongs in Berlin, with its large Jewish community, with its intellectual 
center."93

Two more days passed in debates, not only between Wolffsohn's sup-
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porters and detractors but also on issues concerning the work in Pales
tine, which concluded with a vote of confidence for Warburg's "unceas
ing and successful endeavors."94 The most important decision arrived at 
during the debate was the adopton of Franz Oppenheimer's plan for co
operative agricultural settlement in Palestine, realized two years later by 
the founding of Merhavyah.95 Late on the evening of the fifth and last 
day of the congress. Max Bodenheimer, a vice president, announced the 
standing committee's recommendations. Weizmann and his colleagues 
on the committee proposed the election of a twenty-one-persori actions 
committee, from among which three to seven members would constitute 
the SAC, three of whom had tö live in the same city. The president of 
the Jewish Colonial Trust (viz. Wolffsohn) would have the right of par
ticipation in SAC as an ex officio member.96 This was a transparent move 
to ensure that Wolffsohn would not remain the president of SAC, since 
he had declared in his earlier speech that he would not transfer to Ber
lin. The implicit tactic behind the suggestion was that Otto Warburg, Ar
thur Hantke, and Nahum Sokolow would become members of SAC; Us- 
sishkin and Tschlenow could possibly also transfer to Berlin. There was 
immediate unrest among the delegates. Heinrich Loewe, a member of 
the German delegation, suggested that Wolffsohn be elected president 
of SAC, with the center remaining in Cologne.97 The agitation*among 
the delegates grew and Wolffsohn had to plead with them to give the 
suggestions of the Permanenzausschuss a hearing.98 Yet his supporters 
would not relent and insisted on the right of the congress as a whole to 
choose its president, namely, Wolffsohn. Thus, the proposals of the 
standing committee were defeated by a vote of 148 to 128.99 It was now 
almost midnight and Weizmann asked for an adjournment of the con
gress so that the standing committee could consider the situation anew 
before making further recommendations. Wolffsohn followed the com
mittee to a private room. When the meetings resumed at one thirty in 
the morning, he asked the congress to reverse its earlier decision. The 
delegates reluctantly obliged.

It was under these humiliating circumstances—with the man he tried 
to depose in essence creating the conditions for him to attempt to do 
so—that Weizmann proposed the following SAC members: Warburg, 
Sokolow, Tschlenow, Ussishkin, Hantke, Stand, and Sandler. To add to 
Weizmann's embarrassment, three of those proposed—Hantke, Sandler, 
and Warburg—possibly acting under pressure from the German dele
gation, declined the honor.100 Thus, Weizmann's plan crumbled even 
before the delegates had a chance to vote. The refusal of Warburg and 
Hantke caught him by surprise. Without Warburg Weizmann's commit
tee had no one else of comparable stature to nominate. Again pande
monium ensued, and the congress was adjourned at 2 a .m . When the 
proceedings resumed at a quarter to four in the morning, it was clear 
that the opposition had been decisively routed. Bodenheimer declared 
that there was no solution but to reelect the previous triumvirate, con
sisting of Wolffsohn, Warburg, and Kann. The congress approved this
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suggestion, as well as the reelection of GAC.101 Thus ended the most 
confusing and unsatisfactory congress in the movement's history. The 
results of the congress displeased all parties and resulted in an even 
sharper division in the Zionist movement. For Wolffsohn, his reelection 
was a Pyrrhic victory; though he had scored a few points against his 
Russian opponents, he knew full well that he was marked for another, 
more bitter attack two years hence. His opponents, humiliated and bit
ter, vowed to regroup and return better prepared^to the Tenth Zionist 
Congress.

Weizmann was now decisively and personally embroiled in the strug
gles within the movement. He became increasingly committed to a well- 
defined ideological position. In retrospect, it seems that the conflicts at 
the Hamburg congress and the personal debates with Ussishkin that fol
lowed in 1910 pushed Weizmann more and more to adopt a position that 
would, after World War I, be termed "Weizmannism." After all, until 
the Sixth Zionist Congress Weizmann was open to political and short
term palliatives suggested by the World Zionist Organization leadership. 
In the wake of that congress, Weizmann was forced by Ussishkin and 
his circle to adopt a less compromising stance and was henceforth op
posed both to cooperation with non-Zionist organizations (e.g., the 
Brussels Conference), to Gegenwartsarbeit—as defined in Helsingfors—or 
to any other involvement in the political affairs of countries where Jews 
resided. He was increasingly concerned with Jewish settlement in Pal
estine. Yet at the Eighth Zionist Congress, where he adopted "synthetic 
Zionism" as his own term, Weizmann still viewed it as a compromise 
formula according to which settlement policies in Palestine would com
plement, not exclude, political action. However, as his personal relations 
with Wolffsohn worsened, Weizmann and his friends became ever more 
insistent in arguing that practical and cultural work in Palestine were a 
prerequisite for political action. Zionism was to be a slow, evolutionary 
process, with a view toward the long-range needs of Jews.

Weizmann returned to Manchester in an angry mood, with Wolff- 
sohn's words ("You will, all of you, come crawling to me on your bended 
knees") still ringing in his ears.102 Writing to Nahum Sokolow,103 Weiz
mann made it clear that he was ready for the inevitable fight with the 
movement's leadership: ". . . it all seems to me like a bad dream now 
. . .  On my return journey I stopped in London, met Gaster, Bentwich, 
and we agreed that a beginning should be made at once by firmly or
ganizing the Maccabeans as well as our scattered non-Maccabeans. I am 
in correspondence .with [Jacob] Moser [at that time a member of GAC 
and Lord Mayor of Bradford] and have suggested to him that we start a 
fighting fund . . .  I am full of courage and zeal, and we will not rest till 
we have turned the movement into a Zionist one."104 He proposed to 
raise one thousand pounds, of which half would serve as the "fighting 
fund" and the other half be sent to the new center of opposition in Ber
lin.105 It seems that immediately after the Ninth Zionist Congress, mem-
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bers of the opposition met in Hamburg to coordinate their future efforts. 
They included Nahum Sokolow and Berthold Feiwel; the latter had re
signed his position in the World Zionist Organization's secretariat in 1909. 
They were to coordinate the activities in Berlin and co-opted into their 
circle Martin Buber and, a bit later, Julius Berger, who gave up his work 
at the Central Zionist Office. Weizmann was assigned the task of 
streamlining all activities in England. In Hamburg they agreed to pub
lish an official letter of protest against the policies of SAC and to suggest 
ways for stemming further deterioration within the movement. Time was 
of the essence, and within four weeks after the congress Weizmann de
livered his first assessment of what had transpired in Hamburg. Speak
ing in Yiddish, he told a meeting in Leeds that the congress had once 
again placed in stark relief the wide gulf between Eastern and Western 
Zionism. He belittled political Zionism and—with a much more cautious 
assessment of the new Turkish regime than he had made a few months 
earlier—warned his listeners not to expect much of the Turks. The charter 
would forever remain a dead letter unless Jews settled in Palestine. He 
defended the Russians' policies at the Ninth Zionist Congress as efforts 
to compromise with the leadership. At the same time, he denied that he 
was personally against Wolffsohn; the latter was their leader, though he 
had certainly complicated the affairs of the movement. To the Accom
paniment of loud applause Weizmann promised that the mistakes made 
in Hamburg would be rectified at the Tenth Zionist Congress.106

The "politicals" in the local movement were also campaigning for their 
point of view. In Liverpool, Edinburgh, Newcastle, Belfast, Dublin, 
Glasgow, and London, Zionist associations declared their loyalty to 
Wolffsohn and SAC.107 Even those whose enthusiasm for the Young Turks 
had cooled—like Max Nordau—still maintained their opposition to the 
"practicals." In a speech to a French Zionist meeting in early February 
1910, Nordau belittled the demand of the "practicals" to settle in Pales
tine while the Turkish prohibitions were still in force. Undeterred, Weiz
mann, Moses Gaster, Leon Simon, Harry Sacher, Herbert and Norman 
Bentwich, Samuel Daiches, and others continued to plan their opposi
tion campaign against Wolffsohn's policies throughout the first few 
months of 1910, though with little success. The "center" in Berlin did 
not amount to much, and the "fighting fund" did not collect more than 
fifty pounds—a far cry from the thousand pounds Weizmann had hoped 
to raise. Even Otto Warburg, the one "practical" on the SAC, discour
aged the opposition, assessing its chances of success as minimal, espe
cially since he had of late detected a more positive attitude in Wolffsohn 
and Kann toward work in Palestine.108

The debate soon gravitated to a more personal plane. After he re
ceived a letter from Jacob Moser, in which the latter explained events at 
the Ninth Zionist Congress from Weizmann's perspective,109 Wolffsohn 
gave his own version. In his reply Wolffsohn directly attacked Weiz
mann:
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If Dr. Weizmann now attempts to portray events on the last night of the 
congress as if the fault lies with me or with the majority, then I really have 
no words to describe his behavior. . . Even in the last hour I urgently pleaded 
with the five gentlemen who had been proposed for the SAC to take over 

- the leadership. They declined via Tschlenow. Dr. Weizmann was present at 
these negotiations and knows very well that the fault does not lie with me, 
that I had to take over the leadership. One must blame the incompetence 
and thoughtlessness of the gentlemen who brought strife and discord into 
the congress. A great deal of the blame rests with Dr. Weizmann, who, as 
chairman of the standing committee, threw that body into great confu
sion.

Wolffsohn drew Moser's attention to reports in Die Welt which detailed 
some of the unsavory methods of the opposition. If Weizmann now 
sought to give a different account, he was simply distorting the facts.110 
Moser showed Weizmann the correspondence. Obviously shaken by the 
attack, which portrayed him as a schemer and intriguer, Weizmann wrote 
Wolffsohn a long letter which alternated between moods of anger, self- 
pity, and apologetics. He then launched into an extended review of what 
had transpired at the congress, trying rather unsuccessfully to justify his 
own behavior as chairman of the standing committee, as well as that of 
other members of the opposition, and then returning to his appeal for 
justice and fairness:

. . . Mr. Wolffsohn, it is not right to try and shift the blame onto the op
position. The cause of everything is the mistrust, the lack of respect, which 
has become a principle in the party and which infects and embitters every
thing. It is only because of this that the Congress and the entire movement 
have got into a blind alley.

Incidentally, you said in your letter to Moser that you were glad things 
had turned out as they did, because there was no saying what the opposi
tion would have done to the movement. What has the opposition done to 
you since the Congress? But we are pulled down, everything is dragged into 
the mire. We are for work in Palestine because we are after good posts . . . 
Russian Jew and Zionist is equated with conspirator, destructive, incompe
tent, etc., etc. Scholars are hooligans. In short—long live the ancient and proven 
tactic of the Black Hundreds, which, as we know, has registered such bril
liant successes under Russian Tsarism . . .

Well, you have won all along the line. This I also asserted in Leeds, and 
appealed for loyal cooperation. Your supporters—presumably in an excess 
of zeal for the "good cause"—see fit to adopt the tactics described to make 
us leave the ranks in disgust. And they will succeed. Another year of this 
kind of "victorious" Zionism, and we shall go, shall leave the field. Things 
will go on even without Russians, conspirators, Petersburg privy counsel
lors, academics! One thing cannot be taken away from us, and that is a place 
of refuge—Palestine. Even if people go on saying that we are just after posts 
there, we shall work for Palestine, and in that effort as well as in other se
rious professional work we shall find satisfaction until the storm passes.

This is what an old Zionist, and not a bad one, has to tell you. Ad memo- 
riam!lu
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Weizmann's emotional and pained outcry reflected his general state of 
stress, which seems to have also affected his relationship with Vera. En 
route to Paris in late March 1910, having had time to reflect on what im
pact Zionist affairs had had on their domestic life, Weizmann explained 
to Vera:

As to our relationship, the present differences between us should not be taken 
as you, Verochka, take them. You know yourself how many different obli
gations and problems are piled on me. Ever since I arrived from Hamburg I 
have been unable to relax because of Zionist affairs . . . Where did you get 
the idea, Verochka, that I am angry? It only hurts me that you think I am 
angry and aloof. This is not true. I am only préoccupé, which is natural in my 
position . . . This will pass. You must understand, feel that I love you with
out limit, and respect you, and you must not talk of my being superior to 
you. This is untrue and ridiculous. I have great shortcomings, which I am 
trying in every possible way to overcome, and I hope I shall overcome them. 
Don't be sad, Verusya . . . Don't think for a moment that I am angry with 
you—I love you, appreciate you and respect you and I don't even want to 
put it into words.112

Since Vera's letters to Weizmann during this period are not extant, it 
is difficult to know what had been transpiring in their domestic life. The 
explanation that Zionist affairs depressed and preoccupied him is no doubt 
true, but one wonders if Vera did not have other complaints which gave 
rise to the unhappiness between them. No doubt Vera must have felt 
quite lonely in Manchester: She was without many friends, with a small 
baby in tow, constantly struggling to make ends meet while her hus
band was either at the university or involved in Zionist affairs. Weiz
mann hardly had the time to give her the attention she felt she de
served. It is not unlikely that she occasionally complained about the order 
of priorities in her husband's life.

If Weizmann felt under pressure, so did Wolffsohn, some of whose 
problems came from a quarter he least expected—Jacobus Kann, his closest 
ally in the movement. In 1909 Kann published his impressions of a visit 
to Palestine in a book entitled Erez Israel, das Jüdische Land,113 in which 
he proposed Jewish autonomy for Palestine under Turkish suzerainty. 
He demanded a charter, with a concession of at least one hundred years 
for all lands not in private hands, to a Jewish organization representing 
the Jewish people (i.e., the World Zionist Organization). All authority 
would be placed in the hands of the Jewish administration, which would 
also guard the interests of the local population. A sum of twelve million 
English pounds would be raised, half of which would go toward alle
viating the Ottoman debt, the other half to be placed at the disposal of 
the Jewish administration for the development and settlement of the land. 
The Jews would become Ottoman subjects and would not be a burden 
to the Turkish treasury. Kann also spoke of a Jewish governor, a Jewish 
army, and even a parliament.114 It was the most far-reaching public 
statement on Zionist aims to date, and though Kann emphasized that he
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only expressed his personal views, it was difficult to dissociate his polit
ical demands from his official position as a member of SAC. The book 
aroused little interest as long as it was available only in German and 
Dutch, but the distribution of a French version—the language of the 
Turkish intelligentsia—a short while after the Ninth Zionist Congress 
aroused fears and suspicions in circles hostile to the Zionists. The press 
committee in Constantinople demanded the withdrawal of the book, 
disavowal of Kann's plan, and his resignation froçi SAC; it even threat
ened to go public on its own, declaring its dissociation from Kann. 
Wolffsohn, on the other hand, charged Vladimir Jabotinsky with gross 
insubordination and forbade such a public disavowal.115 The result was 
that Jabotinsky, who had made excellent progress in winning the confi
dence of local journalists and politicians, resigned his position. The Rus
sian Zionists, who supported him and Victor Jacobson on this issue, took 
a dim view of Wolffsohn's conduct116 and intensified their struggle to 
replace SAC at the Tenth Zionist Congress.117

Attacks against SAC also came from other quarters. The public ''Man
ifesto of Nineteen," which had already been discussed by the opposition 
at Hamburg, was finally published in Die Welt on February 25, 1910. 
Among its nineteen signatories were Martin Buber, Berthold Feiwel, 
Richard Lichtheim, Vladimir Jabotinsky, Herbert Bentwich, and Chaim 
Weizmann.118 The authors of the manifesto declared that the Ninth Zi
onist Congress had failed in its assigned tasks: charting of methods and 
direction of political Zionism; crystallization of Zionist forces in light of 
new political developments; and presentation of a general blueprint for 
future work. They called upon all opposition elements in the movement 
to rally their forces at the Tenth Zionist Congress and demand that 
Zionism be based on a complete integration between East and West; 
that Palestine be placed at the center of all political and practical work; 
that a realistic form of diplomacy be conducted in Turkey; that the center 
of the movement be transferred to a large Jewish community; that GAC 
have the decisive voice in determining policy, with SAC serving as its 
executive arm; and that the "cult of personality" in the movement be 
replaced with democratic procedures.119 Weizmann's friends and collab
orators in England—Harry Sacher, Leon Simon, and Norman Bent
wich—composed a similar manifesto in English which had some addi
tional suggestions for the future course of the movement.120 Even among 
the German Zionists there were signs of a growing opposition to Wolff
sohn,121 and Yehiel Tschlenow and Max Nordau attacked one another in 
the pages of Die Welt concerning the "impractical and tactless Rus
sians."122

Shortly before Passover Wolffsohn traveled to England. Well informed 
of Weizmann's role in stoking the fires of opposition on the Continent 
and in England, and aware that Weizmann was sitting in the audience, 
Wolffsohn made the following derogatory reference to him in his first 
speech in England, held at the Pavilion-Theatre in Mile End:



The End of the Wolffsohn Era 335

Our friends, who demand practical work, are well meaning, but they do not 
work themselves . . . Herr Dr. Weizmann, surely a good Zionist, one of the 
leaders of the opposition in Hamburg, who has worked for our cause all his 
life, who has given of his body and soul, has said in his great opposition 
speech at the last congress: "A great mistake may be made which would 
involve the entire share capital of the bank, the entire three hundred thou
sand pounds may be lost. Is a historic movement intimidated by that?" Dr. 
Weizmann believes that the most important thing is the idea. If it only lasts! 
The idea is not new, it was not invented by Dr. Herzl or anyone else, it is 
thousands of years old and will forever exist as long as there are still Jews 
on God's earth (lively applause). But when Dr. Weizmann says, "What does 
it matter if three hundred thousand pounds are lost!" then I must say that 
Dr. Weizmann is an impractical man in business matters (hear, hear!). If we 
did not know Dr. Weizmann, we would have to say that our worst enemy 
could not have given us such advice. The idea itself would not be bankrupt 
if we were to lose these three hundred thousand pounds, but the Zionist 
Organization would be! . . . We cannot lightly gamble with the heritage be
queathed us by Herzl (stormy applause).123

Weizmann had been preparing for Wolffsohn's tour in England, fully 
intending to challenge him in public. His colleagues on the Continent, 
particularly Nahum Sokolow, supplied him with the ideological ammu
nition with which Wolffsohn could be attacked.124 Moreover, he felt a bit 
more confident that his ideas would be given a public hearing. If Wolff
sohn had on his side such major organs as Die Welt, which he himself 
controlled, and The Jewish Chronicle, which was managed by the loyal 
Leopold Greenberg, Weizmann had the support of a brand-new 
Manchester-based monthly. The Zionist Banner, which was inaugurated 
by the Manchester Young Men's Zionist Society in October 1909 and 
commenced publication in April 1910.125 Wolffsohn's ad hominem charges 
gave Weizmann a convenient opportunity to strike back. On April 25, 
1910, at the inaugural meeting of the Manchester Young Men's Zionist 
Society, which also saw the adoption of a resolution in the spirit of the 
"Manifesto of Nineteen,"126 Weizmann replied to Wolffsohn's charges.

. . . Herr Wolffsohn, with his monotonous demand for businessmen, 
confuses a leader with a secretary. Who has promulgated the axiom that the 
Movement must be led by a businessman? Was Herzl a businessman? Did 
anyone ever require that he should be one? Was Beaconsfield a business
man? Or is Asquith? And, for the moment, admitting that this is a correct 
view, where are the startling business capabilities of those in charge now! Is 
the 2V2% which constitutes the dividend of the JCT an example of high busi
ness acumen? Businessmen are fine in their way, but they must be given 
ideas. And what we require of our leader is not the proper supervision of 
an office—we have many paid officials to do this; our leader must give us a 
program.

He must think! He must inspire us with ideas, and with energy to carry 
those ideas into practice . . .

Given, the right plans, men and money will always be forthcoming . . .
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[Practical schemes] have been established despite the inactivity of the Ac
tions Committee. It has always been so . . .

Herr Wolffsohn quoted my words at [the Ninth Zionist] Congress. What 
I said was—"there may come a day when we shall have to risk as much 

. money as there is now in the bank for experiments/' And is this not a good 
wish, a wish that all will echo? For Palestine they are unwilling to risk 
[money], and for Uganda they were willing.127

Wolffsohn was furious. At a speech in Manchester pn May 2, 1910128— 
once more in the presence of Weizmann—he responded to Weizmann's 
insulting remark in a similar vein: "It is not written anywhere that a leader 
must necessarily be a Doctor of Chemistry." But this time he also went 
a step further and insinuated that Weizmann was both incompetent and 
not hilly honorable in his financial dealings, and that he mishandled the 
Jewish university and Kremenetzky funds placed at his disposal.129 
Weizmann did not react immediately to Wolffsohn's Manchester speech. 
It is quite possible that it did not sound as offensive as it seemed in 
print.130 It was only after reports appeared in Die Welt and Hayehudi that 
Weizmann insisted Wolffsohn correct any misperceptions about Weiz
mann's integrity.131 He also asked Johann Kremenetzky to clear up the 
record publicly in regard to Weizmann's handling of the latter's funds.132 
While willing to publish a clarification, Wolffsohn expressed surprise at 
the interpretation Weizmann put on his Manchester speech.133 Yet Weiz
mann was not the only one to interpret the speech as casting aspersion 
on his character and moral conduct. At a meeting of the central commit
tee of the Russian Zionists, a resolution was passed protesting Wolff
sohn's speech and expressing the committee members' high regard for 
Weizmann.134 But Weizmann was not satisfied. The public insult gnawed 
at him; it made him look foolish and untrustworthy.135 Three weeks after 
Wolffsohn's speech he wrote him a letter demanding the complete with
drawal of all charges and announcing his resignation from all Zionist of
fices—GAC, the board of the Palestine Land Development Company, and 
the World Zionist Organization in general:

I had a long struggle with myself before arriving at this bitter and, for me, 
weighty derision. After fifteen years' work, fifteen of the best years of my 
life, in which I gave the best I had in me to the movement, I am compelled 
to cut the ties. So long as the struggle was serious and clean, it could be 
carried on. But I am too good to be tom to pieces for nothing, and I can see 
no use in it either for the movement or for myself as a Zionist.

I am a poor man, [and I] must work hard to maintain my position in life. 
All my free time; and indeed some of my time that was not free, all my 
energy, I gave to the propaganda work, with the result that I am abused 
and pelted with stones. Now, I would have suffered this joyfully had I been 
able to see even the slightest benefit from it to the movement. But I can see 
nothing but discord, weakness and disorganization. It was never my ambi
tion to lead the movement. I never strove for that. My purpose was to give 
myself for Palestine. I can foresee an end to these Galuth activities, and in a 
relatively short time I shall have the possibility of going to Palestine. I want
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to use the time to learn, to prepare myself further for Palestine and to rest 
so as to arrive there a healthy man.

I willingly accept the certificate of incompetence; but—and this is meant 
quite sincerely—it applies not only to our party, but to all.

You will forgive this rather lengthy letter. In recollection of’the old, friendly 
relations which now, alas, ar<e poisoned, I considered it my duty to write to 
you in detail for the last time.136

Wolffsohn's reply came within a fortnight. He enclosed a retraction— 
but not an apology—subsequently published in Die Welt, which stated 
that he did not wish to cast doubt upon Weizmann's honesty and merely 
sought to point out that Weizmann and some of his friends who made 
the most vociferous demands for practical work were themselves un
suited to carry out such work.137 In his private letter, though, Wolffsohn 
was far from being apologetic.

. . . You who are now complaining to me, dear doctor, should remember, 
first of all, that as far as personal attacks, abuse, and insinuations are con
cerned, you are by far a more accomplished trickster than I am.138 Still, I 
have never allowed my spirits to sink [under such attacks] and have stead
fastly upheld the principles entrusted to me by the movement. I am sur
prised that you now express the intention of leaving for Aretz [Palestine] 
and I can hardly believe that you have seriously weighed the problem and 
that your decision is irrevocable. If you are really going to stop your work 
altogether, I can only say that this would be a great disappointment. That I 
will make no official use of your resignation goes without saying.139

The conflict between Wolffsohn and Weizmann was further discussed at 
the annual conference held in June 1910, where the parties to the dis
pute decided to end their differences amicably.140

How was it possible to conclude the dispute so amicably in view of 
the grave charges made by Wolffsohn? One must see this unseemly con
troversy as an extension and final phase of the Ninth Zionist Congress. 
Despite his victory at the congress, Wolffsohn was apparently eager to 
put Weizmann in his place for his role as chairman of the standing com
mittee. As his correspondence with Moser indicates, Wolffsohn was 
seething with rage. He waited four months for the opportunity to lash 
out at Weizmann publicly on Weizmann's own home territory so as to 
make certain that his public remarks would have the greatest effect. 
Weizmann, though deeply hurt, apparently understood the psychologi
cal need of Wolffsohn for some form of catharsis. Deep down he may 
have even blamed himself for not having sufficiently prepared the ground 
for a coup at the Ninth Zionist Congress and for letting Ussishkin ma
nipulate him from behind the scenes. In any case, not much could be 
gained by Weizmann in a protracted dispute with the leader of the 
movement, who was bound to win any public debate. The wisest option 
for Weizmann was to retreat temporarily in a face-saving maneuver, bid
ing his time until the next opportune moment.

At'first reading, Weizmann's remark to Wolffsohn that he intended to
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go to Palestine within "a relatively short time" seems surprising. Since 
mid-May 1909 he had made up his mind to present his candidacy for a 
Fellowship of the Royal Society, an almost necessary step in the direc
tion of the professorship. His research was going very well, and he felt 
that with a few more publications and the backing of his senior col
leagues he could achieve this goal. This was very much in keeping with 
Vera's wishes; she was more interested in Weizmann's professional ad
vancement than his Zionist aspirations. She herself was making plans to 
resume her medical studies and start practicing in England.141 Weiz
mann intended to submit his name for election in mid-December 1910, 
but a snag materialized at the last moment, since he had not yet been 
naturalized—a necessary precondition.142 Once again he turned to his old 
and trusted friend Moses Gaster, whom he asked to expedite the matter 
by turning to Home Secretary Winston Churchill.143 The Haham, ever ready 
to help, turned instead to Herbert Samuel, then Postmaster General, who 
indeed helped smooth Weizmann's naturalization process144 in time for 
the submission of his candidacy to the Royal Society. On December 12, 
1910, Weizmann's name was proposed to the society by Harold Dixon 
and William Henry Perkin, the two senior chemists at the University of 
Manchester. How, then, did Weizmann's desire for academic status and 
honor in England square with his wish to go to Palestine in the near 
future? It was only to Ahad Ha'Am and to Vera that he confided his 
most cherished plans: the attainment of a Royal Society fellowship, a 
professorship, and then, at the zenith of the academic ladder, a move to 
Palestine. During periods of disappointment with the World Zionist Or
ganization or his professional career, his wish to go to Palestine became 
more urgent. At such times Palestine became an idealized refuge. As time 
passed, he was less ready to actually immigrate to Palestine, but psy
chologically it was a comforting thought to imagine an alternative setting 
for himself. Under the impact of the defeat at the Ninth Zionist Con
gress he wrote Ahad Ha'Am, "Oh, if only to Palestine sooner! I really 
am waiting with great impatience. By the way . . . my candidature for 
the Royal Society is going to be put forward . . . But I am afraid I shall 
be ready sooner than the Technicum."145

The Technicum to which Weizmann referred was the brainchild of Paul 
Nathan, secretary of the Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden, in the wake 
of his visit to Palestine in 1907. In his report to the annual meeting of 
the Hilfsverein in March 1908, Nathan maintained that an important in
gredient in the development of Palestine would be the founding of a 
Technicum. He envisaged a modem institute for the training of engi
neers and technicians, who would play an important role in the building 
of railroads, ports, roads, bridges, and so forth. Nathan also suggested 
that such an institute be built in Haifa, which was bound to be the linch
pin for the industrialization of the country.146 As the plans for the 
Technicum crystallized, it was decided by Nathan and his collaborators 
to combine it with a sdence-oriented high school.147 The Hilfsverein could 
not by itself raise all the necessary funds. In January 1908 Nathan met
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Shmarya Levin, who was immediately won over to the project.148 Both 
then turned to David Wissotzky, whose father, Kalman (Wolf) Wis- 
sotzky, had left in his will a substantial sum of money for the creation 
of institutions that would bear his name. With the support of Ahad 
Ha'Am, one of the trustees of the fund, David Wissotzky promised fi
nancial help. Nathan then returned to Palestine in April 1908 and pur
chased land for the projected Technicum. He also approached the banker 
Jacob H. Schiff, who promised to donate one hundred thousand dollars. 
That summer the World Zionist Organization, through the Jewish Na
tional Fund, offered to pay for the land in Haifa upon which the Tech
nicum would be erected, an offer which the Hilfsverein was pleased to 
accept.149 On March 29, 1909, the Hilfsverein and the Wolf Wissotzky 
Fund established the Juedische Institut hier technische Erziehung in Pa- 
laestina. The chairman of its first board (Kuratorium) was James Simon, 
president of the Hilfsverein, with Paul Nathan as his deputy and exec
utive director. The first executive committee consisted of Ahad Ha'Am, 
Shmarya Levin, Paul Nathan, James Simon, and Ludwig Schiff, Jacob 
Schiff's brother.150

From the outset, Weizmann assumed that a chemistry department, 
under his chairmanship, would be one of the first to be established at 
the Technicum. As early as February 1909 he made it dear that *'as my 
situation here gets more secure I feel like tearing out those young roots; 
I should like to leave England; and how happy I should be to go to the 
Jewish Technicum . . ," 151 Two weeks later, as the legal formalities be
tween the Wissotzky Fund and the Hilfsverein were about to be con
cluded, he added, "Obviously the whole matter comes into the sphere 
of reality. That is good. And I expect very, very much from a Hebrew 
Institute of Higher Learning in Palestine [viz. the Technicum]—almost 
everything. But shall we have the strength to create something first rate, 
a temple of learning better than the goyim's? I hope so!"152 Ahad Ha'Am, 
the ranking Zionist on the executive of the Kuratorium, strongly sup
ported and encouraged Weizmann's aspirations,153 at one point even 
nominating him as his deputy to the board. Weizmann's letters to Ahad 
Ha'Am reveal his dual aspirations: to build an institute which would 
provide Palestine with a sound scientific base in order to contribute to 
the development of the Yishuv, and a position for himself that would be 
commensurate with his academic status while affording him the oppor
tunity for Zionist self-fulfillment.154 But despite the seemingly solid fi
nancial backing for the enterprise, matters did not proceed as smoothly 
as he had hoped. From the very start Ahad Ha'Am had warned of de
lays in establishing departments of chemistry and agriculture, but Weiz
mann still remained optimistic. He became disturbed about future pros
pects when he himself inquired in Berlin about plans for the Technicum. 
The chief adviser for the Technicum, Georg Schlesinger, was a professor 
of industrial science who, in Weizmann's opinion, placed too much em
phasis on the engineering department at the Technicum at the expense 
of other needs.
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I'm afraid that there will be a repetition of the mistake made by the Baron, 
who organized things in Palestine according to the dernier cri, forgetting the 
basic fact that in such a country one ought to begin with the modest, most 
necessary things and allow them to develop.

I took the trouble to investigate how many concessions had been granted 
recently for "mining" projects in Asia Minor and Anatolia. There were about 
twenty. If our Technicum is supposed to satisfy Turkey's needs, then ob
viously there should be a mining department at least in embryonic form, 
i.e., chemical laboratories . . . It is of course awkward for me to talk about 
this, as in a sense I am personally interested, but you do know that I am 
only seeking the good of the cause.

I am not afraid to say that if in the future I were to be entrusted with the 
organization of the chemistry department I should be able . . .  to find means 
and people for this. In two years I shall have finished my "stage" here and 
would readily devote half a year to such work.155

It seemed to Weizmann that despite inadequate planning there was 
still a chance that his aspirations would materialize. But already by De
cember 1910 the first obstacles loomed large on the issues of language 
and religion—not to speak of financial problems and Turkish 
interference156—which placed the founding of a chemistry department 
at the Technicum low on the list of priorities. By the time Weizmann 
was truly ready to move to Palestine, in the period after the Tenth Zi
onist Congress, the dream of occupying the first chair in chemistry at 
the Technicum had evaporated.

But these were troubles for the future. In the months following the 
Ninth Zionist Congress Weizmann devoted a great deal of energy to 
mobilizing the opposition in England for the Tenth Zionist Congress. His 
election to the vice presidency of the EZF, coupled with his strong iden
tification as a Maccabean, placed him in a very favorable position to 
propagate his ideas among all segments of English Jewry. He concen
trated his attention on a hitherto neglected group: the university stu
dents of Oxford, Cambridge, and London. This increased Zionist activ
ity often came at the expense of his family life. Frequently he spent 
weekends traveling by train to Glasgow, Leeds, Liverpool, and other 
provincial towns. Vera, who had her own professional aspirations, was 
resentful of Weizmann's absences, having to single-handedly care for 
Benjy, who was often ailing. The full-time nanny and the periodic va
cation in Wales or in the French Alps only partially made up for long 
periods of unhappiness she experienced in Manchester. Weizmann him
self often commented on the sacrifices he made on behalf of the cause; 
he was a doting father, devoted to Vera, and disliked being without them. 
He made up for his enforced absences by working even harder to attain 
financial independence, continuing to mark examination papers,157 trying 
to sell his patents, and looking for new professional opportunities. At 
one point he was even intrigued by an offer of a professorship in India, 
which would have solved all his material problems.158 His immediate and 
extended family looked to him for advice, financial help, and profes-
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sional guidance. He continued to send monthly checks to his sisters in 
Switzerland regardless of his own financial straits. His brother Shmuel 
came to live with the Weizmanns sometime in 1908..159 Eva Lubzhinsky, 
Weizmann's niece, studied in Manchester from 1909 to 1912. Though she 
did not live with the Weizmanns, she seems to have spent much time 
with them.160 Weizmann's sister Anna came to Manchester for the aca
demic year 1913-14 after she had finished her studies in chemistry at 
Zurich. She came at her brother's invitation, lived with the Weizmanns, 
and worked at the University of Manchester under her brother's super
vision.161 There were thus many family members and affairs to be taken 
care of. Weizmann dispatched these obligations as a matter of course, 
never complaining about the extra burden placed on his shoulders.

All in all, the Weizmann family members in Russia as well as in the 
West seemed to be making steady progress in their business as well as 
professional careers. One matter that deeply concerned all of them was 
Ozer Weizmann's health. He had been ailing for a while, and in the 
summer of 1910 Weizmann visited his parents in Bad Kissingen and in 
Freiburg-in-Breisgau, where Ozer went to recuperate.162 But Ozer never 
fully recovered. The following April (1911) Weizmann traveled to his 
parents' home for the Passover holiday. It was to be his last visit to Pinsk. 
He made the mandatory stopover in Warsaw to visit his sister Miriam 
and his brother-in-law Chaim Lubzhinsky, who, with their children, ac
companied Weizmann to Pinsk.163 After visiting Warsaw, even Man
chester seemed a civilized place. Jewish life in Warsaw filled him with 
disgust. He described it as a "Totentanz, danse macabre. Ostentatious 
overdressing, overflowing cafés, gaiety and amusement, while the screw 
turns tighter and tighter, the circle of misfortune gets narrower."164 While 
98 percent of the Jews were starving, 2 percent were feasting and over
eating, dressing in the latest Parisian fashions.165

Pinsk had not changed since he had last been there. There was the 
usual contrast between the warmth and happiness in the family circle166 
and the terrible degradation of Jewish life that dominated in the Pale of 
Settlement.167 It was the last Passover the family would spend together 
with Ozer. A few weeks later, on May 31, 1911, he died at the age of 
sixty-one.

At the end of his letter of April 15 to Vera, Weizmann returned to the 
theme of government oppression in Russia. "The circle of restrictive 
measures has become narrower the whole time, the noose tightens and 
it is impossible to prophesy what will come next . . ."168 Weizmann was 
referring to the chain of restrictions instituted against the Jews since the 
changes in election laws to the Duma of June 1907. Peter Stolypin, Min
ister of the Interior, devised one cruel anti-Jewish measure after another. 
In the spring of 1910, for example, twelve hundred Jewish families were 
exiled from Kiev in a most brutal fashion. Under his administration the 
quotas for Jews in secondary schools and at the universities were strictly 
enforced. In February 1911 the Congress of the United Nobility, which 
represented the most reactionary elements of the landowners, de-
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manded the retention of all existing restrictions and advocated, in addi
tion, the elimination of Jews from the country. It reinforced its demands 
with the charge of ritual murder. The rightist press made even more drastic 
demands: "The government must recognize that the Jews are dangerous 
to the life of mankind in the same measure as wolves, scorpions, rep
tiles, poisonous spiders and similar creatures which are destroyed be
cause they are deadly for human beings . . . The Jews müst be placed 
under such conditions that they will gradually die p u t . . ,"169 Thus the 
groundwork for a monstrous blood libel was prepared. Just a fortnight 
before Weizmann's arrival in Russia, the mutilated body of a boy was 
discovered near Kiev, prodding the government and the rightist press 
the opportunity of accusing Jews of killing the boy for ritual purposes.170 
In July a Jewish factory worker, Mendel Beilis, was arrested and impris
oned for two years before he was acquitted.171 The infamous Beilis trial 
attracted world attention, revealing the corruption of the Russian regime 
and the plight of its Jewish subjects.

At the same time that the Beilis case got under way in Russia, the Zi
onists witnessed with dismay the increased and widespread opposition 
to Jewish settlement expressed by the Turkish government and various 
Arab spokesmen.172 Thus, an attempt was made by David Wolffsohn at 
the Tenth Zionist Congress to refute the charges leveled against Zion
ism,173 knowing full well that both Turks and Arabs had by now ac
quired the habit of carefully examining Zionist speeches and publica
tions.

The increased hostility of Turks and Arabs to Zionism was a major item 
on the agenda of GAC, which met from June 27 to 29, 1910.174 Weiz
mann did not attend these meetings—neither did Ussishkin or Tschle- 
now—which in fact predetermined the outcome of the Tenth Zionist 
Congress. The sessions were often stormy and there was no lack of per
sonal attack against Wolffsohn by Shmarya Levin and Alexander Mar- 
morek, the president's erstwhile supporter and friend.175 Nevertheless, 
after both sides had vented their complaints and frustrations, the con
ference ended on a note of reconciliation and was henceforth dubbed 
the "Peace Conference."176 Practically all the demands of the opposi
tion, which had been rejected at the Ninth Zionist Congress in Ham
burg, were now accepted through the efforts of an Einigungskonferenz. 
The following was decided: to give GAC a larger voice in the conduct of 
the movement; to submit to the next congress proposals to transfer the 
seat of the central office from Cologne to a larger Jewish center, where 
at least three members of SAC would be resident; and to increase SAC 
membership to 5 to 7 members who would elect from their midst the 
chairman/president of the movement.177 Lastly, it was proposed that the 
president of the Council (Aufsichtsrat) of the Jewish Colonial Trust (namely 
Wolffsohn) would be a full member of SAC.178 Weizmann was delighted 
by these proposals. "Now a little rest is called for, then we shall pull 
ourselves together and prepare the Xth Congress thoroughly. Perhaps



The End of the Wolffsohn Era 343

we shall succeed in getting rid of the rabble. When Christ wanted to save 
the Temple, he drove out the money-changers."179

Weizmann's rather extreme reaction must be seen in the light of the 
prolonged and acrimonious debate he had only recently had with Wolff
sohn. In fact, at the close of G AC meetings in June 1910 it had become 
clear that Wolffsohn would terminate his tenure as president of the World 
Zionist Organization with the next congress.180 His supporters were de
serting him and his health had severely deteriorated; he was now phys
ically and emotionally prepared for a changing of the guard.181 Though 
officially a member of the OAM delegation to the congress, Weizmann 
also had a Russian mandate and participated in the Sixth Conference of 
Russian Zionists, which opened on August 6, 1911, in Basel, three days 
prior to the congress. The debates in this conference were naturally fo
cused on the worsening condition of Russian Jewry, as well as the ques
tion of political versus practical work.182 Weizmann participated actively 
in the debate with his by now familiar call for organic and methodical 
work in Palestine—"stone by stone"—and an abandonment of "Charter- 
Zionism."183

The congress, which opened on August 9, 1911, with 429 delegates 
from 28 countries in attendance, was largely uneventful, the major is
sues having been resolved more than a year earlier. Weizmann, whb was 
elected vice chairman of the standing committee, replaced Alexander 
Marmorek as acting chairman, once again giving him a key role in the 
congress. Wolffsohn announced his resignation during the first session 
of the congress.184 It made little sense to attack the departing president 
for his past sins. The controversies at the Tenth Zionist Congress cen
tered less on the work of SAC than on questions of national education, 
religious coercion in Palestine, the role of religion and culture, and the 
attitude of the movement toward these issues. Naturally the Mizrahi took 
an active part in these debates, with some of its members even threat
ening to leave the movement on the cultural question as well as on the 
issue of applying Jewish law to JNF properties. A compromise was fi
nally struck by the cultural subcommittee, which proposed the organi
zation of cultural work in Palestine by SAC, with the assurance that 
nothing should be done that would offend Jewish observance; it was left 
to the individual national federations to adopt their own resolutions on 
this issue.185 Two innovations at the congress were the extensive use of 
the Hebrew language and the display of "moving pictures" on Palestine 
by Murray Rosenberg, the estate agent who had only recently returned 
from a tour there.

The most important issue—the organizational framework of the move
ment—was left for the last day of the congress, August 15. It was during 
this session that the standing committee suggested some changes, the 
most important being limiting the membership of GAC to twenty-five 
and the election of the chairman and his deputy from among the SAC 
membership. This was accepted by the congress, but a storm of protest
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ensued when the representatives of small federations complained about 
the composition of the standing committee itself. It was only through 
Wolffsohn's intervention that tempers cooled and the congress went on 
to deal with the remaining items on the agenda.186 Weizmann did not 
participate in these debates and generally kept aloof from all other issues 
during the previous five days of the congress. His work was done far 
from the public eye. One reason for his silence was perhaps due to the 
fact that many of the important issues at the congress had been decided 
earlier; Wolffsohn's voluntary resignation assured the victory of the op
position and made much of the discussion a pro forma exercise. In fact, 
this turn of events made Weizmann's task as chairman of the standing 
committee much easier. But perhaps Weizmann also learned from the 
Ninth Zionist Congress that he needed to be more cautious in his public 
deliberation. It was safer—and more effective—to decide matters far from 
the limelight. It was only during the very last hours of the congress that 
Weizmann read to the delegates the names of those nominated for var
ious offices in the movement.187 The most difficult task for the standing 
committee was to put together an acceptable GAC membership, since its 
size had been sharply reduced to twenty-five and federation represen
tation had been discontinued. In presenting the list, Weizmann empha
sized that it was arrived at after many hours of debate and consultation 
with all parties, and after taking into account all the points of view rep
resented at the congress. "We, members of the Permanenzausschuss, call 
this the 'List of Peace.' May this list and the work of the gentlemen . . . 
contribute to the peace and restoration of health of the movement."188 
The list was almost perfectly balanced, with thirteen members of the op
position, ten belonging to Wolffsohn's cause and two without a definite 
alignment. Symbolically, the list opened with Wolffsohn and ended with 
Weizmann.189 Some names were notable by their absence (e.g., Leopold 
Greenberg, Joseph Cowen, Herbert Bentwich, and Moses Gaster, to 
mention only England's veteran Zionists). Nevertheless the new GAC's 
composition was accepted by the congress, as were those suggested for 
SAC. The new SAC included Otto Warburg, Arthur Hantke, Shmarya 
Levin, Nahum Sokolow, and Victor Jacobson.190 Here, too, a balance was 
achieved in the successful merger of East and West European Zionists— 
one of Weizmann's long-standing goals. These were men after Weiz
mann's heart, all "practicals" and all men with whom he had good per
sonal relations. If there was anything to mar the total sense of victory by 
the "practicals," it was the fact that the "politicals" managed to hold on 
to the purse strings of the movement, namely, the Jewish Colonial Trust 
and the Jewish National Fund.191

The congress was a personal triumph for Wolffsohn, who, at the sug
gestion of Joshua Thon, was acknowledged for his work.192 During the 
last hour of the congress Yehiel Tschlenow also praised Wolffsohn for 
his accomplishments, not the least of which was to make the Tenth Zi
onist Congress the "Congress of Peace."193 But it also meant political de
feat for Wolffsohn and his camp. For Weizmann, on the other hand, it
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was both a personal and political triumph. His success compensated for 
the inelegant and unsophisticated manner in which he had conducted 
the affairs of the standing committee two years earlier in Hamburg. It 
also meant that he no longer belonged to the opposition camp. After years 
of working against the elected leadership, he was now one of the closest 
confidants of SAC, a firm believer in the new direction in the move
ment, and a beneficiary of this reorientation. From now on he could rely 
on powerful support for his various cultural and practical projects from 
the new central office in Berlin. After all, Warburg, the new chairman of 
SAC, was as keen as Weizmann himself to develop colonization and sci
ence in Palestine; Levin was working full time for the Technicum;194 So- 
kolow would guarantee that cultural affairs would not be neglected; 
Hantke was sure to put order into the organizational chaos reigning in 
the movement;195 and Jacobson was a diplomat who could be relied upon 
to consult with others before irreversibly committing the movement. In
deed, the entire concept of political work, which Weizmann had so often 
derided in the past, came to have new meaning and significance. Now 
that he was part of the "establishment," he reaffirmed even more force
fully than in the past the necessity of engaging in political and diplo
matic work.196 It was a very different Zionist movement, one with which 
he could fully identify, and his letters concerning its future Would 
henceforth reflect optimism and confidence.

But identification with and support for the movement also brought new 
responsibilities. ■ These new Zionist obligations often conflicted with 
Weizmann's personal and professional aspirations. Despite the contra
dictory claims of both, he made remarkable strides in each in the next 
few years. Only during World War I did the two unite to serve the same 
cause.



XV.
Society, Science, 

and the Professorship

Had he so wished, Weizmann could now have become directly involved 
in shaping Zionist policy. The opportunities and temptations were read
ily available. As soon as he returned from the congress to Manchester 
early in September, he was besieged by SAC with various requests for 
information, advice, and participation in meetings. After spending years 
in the opposition, he now found himself dispensing advice on matters 
pertaining to the Jewish Colonial Trust, the means of uniting the war
ring factions of the OAM and EZF, and Zionist relations with the press.1 
During the first week of November 1911 he traveled to Berlin to partici
pate in meetings of GAC, which discussed proposals for political and 
propaganda activities in Turkey and Palestine.2 It was decided to create 
a committee to deal with such matters, of which Weizmann would be
come a member. Weizmann was accommodating, replying to Arthur 
Hantke's many queries in detail and with a new air of self-confidence. 
He promised to do his best to get pro-Zionist articles into The Manchester 
Guardian through his good friend and disciple Harry Sacher.3 Following 
the outbreak of the Turko-Italian War in September 1911, which re
opened the Eastern Question and Anglo-Russian negotiations concern
ing their respective spheres of influence in Persia, Weizmann felt that 
Britain had to be shown "how vital it can be . . .to  have a friendly and 
'strong' element in Palestine, in the Asian Near East in general, that we 
can be the link between England and the Muslim world. England will, 
after all, also have a lot to do with the Muslims . . .  I believe that the 
basis on which we can negotiate with the men in power here probably 
lies in this direction. We want nothing from them, except that for the 
time being the Government should do us no harm."4 Weizmann was 
not yet calling for the exclusive reliance of the Zionist movement on En
gland. On the contrary, a month earlier, at the meetings of GAC in Ber
lin, Weizmann stated unequivocally: "We have only Palestine and Tur
key as a political sphere of interest and we must take care to strengthen 
and support it [i.e., the Ottoman Empire] as best we can. Everything 
else is utopian. We can build our politics only on the basis of a strong 
and regenerated Turkey . . ."5 Nevertheless, after seven years in a
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country whose interest in the Near East was growing, he increasingly 
appreciated the necessity of political work within English government 
circles. Recalling his conversation with Balfour in 1906, he naturally— 
but unsuccessfully—sought to engage him on this issue.6 Balfour could 
or would not find the time to receive him. A similar attempt to gain ac
cess to Lord Haldane, the British Secretary for War, also failed.7

There was a limit, though, to what Weizmann was willing to do on 
behalf of SAC. In February 1912 Hantke inquired whether Weizmann 
would undertake a propaganda tour in the United States.8 Weizmann 
refused, accepting only a much shorter tour during the semester break 
in March, to include Berlin, Vienna, Prague, and Heidelberg.9 In ex
plaining his reasons for declining the American tour, Weizmann re
vealed some of his future plans.

As you know, I want to go to Palestine in 3-4 years. But I want to go to 
Palestine not when I have nothing to lose here, but, on the contrary, after 
having achieved everything here. This "everything" consists of two things: 
a full professorship and admission to the Royal Society. The former has been 
achieved except for the official announcement, which will presumably come 
during the summer term [sic]. The second is somewhat more difficult for a 
Russian Jew. However, the matter has got to the point where my candida
ture has been established. How long the candidature will "stand" depends 
on the scope and character of my scientific work, for in my case this is the 
only decisive criterion. I must therefore strain every nerve to work and pub
lish a great deal, for admission to the Royal Society will open all doors for 
me here. I shall then be worth ten times as much to you . . .  I have a def
inite aim in view, and I have worked hard for years to attain it. I have achieved 
a great deal here, and this is my last ambition here in the Golus, for it will 
make me independent and give me the best introduction for Palestine. I shall 
not conceal from you that I have yet another ambition—to become English 
Consul in Palestine, and if necessary I shall take the examination for it.10

Weizmann's frank discussion of his goals only hinted at one other am
bition. By "independence" he meant, no doubt, financial independence 
as well as professional independence. As a child in Motol, growing up 
in a family dependent on the elements for its livelihood, Weizmann was 
plagued by a lack of financial security. Ever since he began to work—at 
the age of eleven—one of Weizmann's goals was to achieve the financial 
security he had always lacked. For years he had been patenting his 
chemical inventions, hoping that one of them would eventually bring him 
a large and steady income. Ironically, he had achieved a partial financial 
independence only during his Geneva years, when he and Christian 
Deichler sold one of their first patents in 1901 to the Bayer Works in El
berfeld.11 By the beginning of 1912 Weizmann had seventeen patents 
registered in his name and those of his collaborators.12 Yet he was able 
to sell only his camphor patent, which brought him three hundred francs 
each month until just prior to World War I.13 This income, plus his 300- 
pound salary from the University of Manchester, which was supple
mented by the correction of examination papers for other universities.
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amounted at most to 450 or 500 pounds per year.14 Moreover, in April 
1912 his appointment at the university underwent a change: He was placed 
in charge of a course in chemistry for medicine and a course on coloring 
matters—and his university salary was increased to 450 pounds per year.15 
Thus, by all accounts Weizmann's combined annual income was quite 
substantial. Nevertheless, it seemed inadequate to maintain the Weiz
mann household, as Weizmann's frequent loans from Gaster and later 
from Ahad Ha'Am and Julius Simon clearly prove.16

From the very beginning of their married life, Chaim and Vera Weiz
mann lived beyond their means. Vera had never earned an income. While 
still a student in Geneva she was supported by her parents and—when 
their financial situation deteriorated—by an older brother.17 It was at her 
insistence that the Weizmanns moved to the house on Birchfields Road 
and bought new furniture. Since she did not know how to cook and never 
cared to learn, they employed a maid who did the cooking, washing, 
and cleaning.18 As soon as Benjy was bom, they also employed a nanny. 
From the start, the Weizmanns took vacations a few times a year, pref
erably in the Austrian, Italian, or French Alps, in Switzerland or the South 
of France, and on other occasions in Wales or on the southern coast of 
England. Both liked the good life.19 According to Vera, Weizmann's tastes 
were expensive and he had little monetary sense.20 Vera was more aware 
of the need to save money, but she also wanted to live in style. If she 
tried to save money, it was, according to her own autobiography, by at
tempting to check Weizmann's generous financial contributions toward 
his siblings' education and by choosing à good dressmaker in a little back 
street who made her three well-cut dresses a year, which she took care 
to preserve.21

Having to cut comers22 and being aware that they did have to count 
their pounds before spending them sensitized the Weizmanns to the 
wealth of their acquaintances and friends. While on his propaganda trip 
to the Continent in late March 1912, Weizmann was invited to the Berlin 
apartment of Richard Lichtheim, a German Zionist who came from a 
wealthy family.23 'They have a very elegant apartment and live in the 
Berlin fashion like everybody else," wrote Weizmann the following day. 
"We two are real proletarians compared with all that crowd."24 At the 
end of his trip he stopped over in Heidelberg, where his friend Julius 
Simon lived in the style of the upper bourgeoisie. "They have a jewel of 
a villa in terrific taste, everything very expensive, but not parvenu/' 
Weizmann reported.25 He felt so comfortable in this environment that he 
decided to extend his stay, ostensibly in order to be able to attend the 
circumcision ceremony of Berthold Feiwel's son. He continued to regale 
Vera with details of the Simon household. "It's very pleasant in this house. 
Julius and his wife are very nice people and very cultured. She's a bit 
too loud, but very cultured and intelligent. He is pure gold. They have 
a gorgeous house. A lot of beautiful things, beautiful books and a great 
deal of real taste in everything. They certainly live better than we do . . . 
It isn't like Manchester, where everything is so grim and heavy."26
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This was the kind of life Chaim and Vera aspired to. They were both 
elitists who felt that they rightly belonged within the higher economic 
and intellectual strata of society. Though Weizmann knew how to com
municate with the East European immigrants, he rarely spent time with 
them in England, not even with their intelligentsia; it certainly never oc
curred to him to live in their neighborhoods.27 The exceptions to this rule 
were men like Ahad Ha'Am and Sokolow, whose standing in the Zionist 
movement was unquestionable. The one person who was below his sta
tion, as it were, and with whom Weizmann did keep up contact in En
gland was Joseph Massel, who had sheltered and provided for him dur
ing his first days in Manchester. Though he liked to talk to the members 
of Manchester's Zionist groups, he never really got dose to them. "There 
was no intimacy of contact, no real warmth or affection. Of course there 
were some Zionists with whom he was delighted to talk. But once the 
conversation was finished, he wanted to escape to his laboratories or to 
his home."28 If Weizmann remained personally aloof from the masses, 
he did retain an emotional bond with them. Vera, on the other hand, 
had no emotional ties to them at all. If Weizmann could, in a moment 
of anger, exclaim that he was "fed up" with his fellow Jews,29 it was 
because he cared about them and wanted to refashion them into differ
ent, "better" Jews. Vera could only express impatience with the whole 
lot of them.30 Her assimilationist background31 and elitist—if not snob
bish—attitudes dictated her sodal preferences and behavior. In Man
chester, as later, she always preferred the company of high-dass Jews 
and British gentiles.

Though she was the wife of a lowly lecturer and could hardly speak 
proper English, Vera's entry into Manchester's upper sodety was rather 
swift and uncomplicated. This was partly due to her striking appear
ance. Vera was "of medium height, graceful and well poised, dressed 
with distinctive taste, though not expensively. Her eyes were hazel, her 
hair between colors, her brow was open and serene, her mouth broad, 
generous, amused. She was a beautiful woman."32 Though most of the 
professors' wives were twice her age, they immediately adopted her. They 
must have sensed that this impressive-looking woman belonged—if not 
by dass, then by inclination—to their own elitist circle. Though puzzled 
by some of the habits and customs of polite sodety, Vera clearly took a 
liking to the weekly "at homes," with their innumerable cups of tea, toast, 
and cakes.33 Before her arrival in Manchester, Weizmann spent his free 
hours mainly with the Dreyfus family—"Pa" and "Ma" Perkin, as he called 
them—and occasionally with Professor Samuel Alexander and some of 
the chemists working for the Clayton Aniline Company. In time, of course, 
he also gathered around him an intimate Zionist group which included 
Norman Bentwich, Leon Simon, Harry Sacher, and a few others. Vera, 
however, was not content with this circle and aimed to climb the sodal 
ladder; she was eager to be invited into Manchester's better homes. Within 
a short time she became a frequent visitor to the fashionable homes of 
the ladies Lapworth, Schuster, Behrens, Perkin, Kolp, and others. It was
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during one of these social occasions that Vera met Caroline Schuster. Mrs. 
Schuster, the wife of Professor Arthur Schuster, admired Vera's charm 
and abilities and took a great liking to her. In the period before World 
War I the Weizmanns were frequent visitors to the Schusters' home in 
the exclusive neighborhood of Victoria Park, a short distance from their 
own house on Birchfields Road.

Arthur Schuster was bom in Frankfurt-am-Main. His father was a well- 
to-do Jewish textile merchant with business connections in Great Britain. 
Following the war with Austria, which saw the «free city annexed by 
Prussia, the elder Schuster decided to emigrate, and in 1869 he joined 
the Manchester branch of the family's merchant-banking firm. A year later, 
at the age of nineteen, Arthur Schuster entered the business, but he soon 
decided on an academic career. He studied physics and mathematics at 
Owens College and Heidelberg and was soon recognized as a brilliant 
mathematical physicist. In 1881, at the age of thirty, he was named pro
fessor of applied mathematics, and seven years later he succeeded Bal
four Stewart as professor of physics.34 He was a Fellow of the Royal So
ciety and was involved in the administration not only of the University 
of Manchester but also of those of Liverpool and Leeds.35

Arthur Schuster was baptized as a young boy and had little knowl
edge of or interest in Jewish affairs. In 1887 he married a gentile girl, the 
daughter of a minister from Wardington, Oxfordshire. Caroline Schus
ter, perhaps influenced by her father, more than made up for her hus
band's lack of interest in Jewish or Zionist affairs. As much as she was 
impressed by Vera, she was absolutely captivated by Weizmann.36 She 
was struck by his personality and appearance. In his late thirties Weiz
mann cut an imposing figure. He was of slightly more than medium 
height, had a dark, small, pointed beard and a rather unusually youth
ful, pinkish face for a Central European Jew. His eyes were full of life, 
but they were somber. His mien was that of a man who knew he carried 
a burden, yet it was vigorous and unpretentious. He was always im
maculately dressed.37 While Arthur Schuster enjoyed spending time with 
a fellow scientist, Caroline Schuster was converted within a brief period 
into an enthusiastic Zionist, an enthusiasm she tried to impart to her 
children as well.38 In turn, Weizmann was fascinated—even infat
uated—with this bright, vivacious, and good-looking woman who was 
the first gentile woman he got to know well. He was more than willing 
to spend many hours instructing her in the history of the Jewish people.

The Schusters, who were very well off, kept an open house and were 
greatly involved in Manchester affairs. They were considered liberals— 
even radicals—by the standards of those days. Caroline Schuster was ac
tive in university and civic affairs, was a friend and patroness of young 
academicians and people of promise generally.39 Arthur Schuster, a man 
of remarkable originality and ingenuity, was highly respected. At var
ious times he was elected to office in the Royal Society, the International 
Research Council, and the British Association.40 He also had a sense of 
humor which made his guests feel at home. The Weizmanns, for one.
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were charmed by the Schusters and their lifestyle. This was a different 
English society from the one so disparaged by Weizmann when he first 
arrived in Manchester. They were determined to emulate, as best they 
could, this home and standard of living. This, however, would take rjjore 
money than Weizmann was earning. Vera decided to obtain her British 
qualification in medicine—a goal she had had in mind since 1907.41 Be
cause she had earned her medical degree in Geneva, she was required 
to take the last two years of the medical curriculum in Manchester. In 
1910 she began her studies. Despite frequent bouts of ill health that 
plagued her and Benjy, she succeeded in obtaining her Bachelor of Med
icine and Surgery degree on December 19, 1912.42 After an extended va
cation in Cannes during the winter of 1912-13, she took a position in 
May 1913 as public health officer in Manchester in charge of clinics for 
expectant mothers.43 She could finally contribute a second salary to the 
family budget.

If Vera was resentful of Weizmann's onerous Zionist activities, she did 
encourage him to expand his horizons in various branches of chemistry. 
Though his studies were undertaken during vacations from the univer
sity—times they could have spent together in Manchester or in the 
mountains—they both willingly made the sacrifice, hoping that his re
search would finally bring them financial security. A few years after he 
had settled in Manchester, Weizmann became interested in biological 
chemistry and in bacteriology, which he regarded as a special branch of 
organic chemistry. No facilities for this work were available at the Uni
versity of Manchester, where biochemistry did not yet form part of the 
curriculum, while the study of bacteriology was confined to the medical 
school.44 Beginning in March 1909, therefore, Weizmann regularly gave 
up his spring and summer university vacations—as well as his work and 
income at the Clayton Aniline Company—in order to work at the Pas
teur Institute's bacteriological and microbiological departments, under the 
direction of the well-known biochemist Auguste Fembach, director of the 
fermentation laboratory at the institute.45 In Paris Weizmann learned 
something more than chemistry; he became acquainted with French civ
ilization and the French way of life. He usually stayed in the Latin Quarter 
with Vera's sister Rachel and her husband Joseph Blumenfeld, a chemi
cal engineer. In Paris Weizmann met some of the most brilliant chemists 
and physicists of the day, including Georges Urbain, Jean Baptiste Per
rin, Paul Langevin, and others. For a time he worked in Perrin's labo
ratory at the Sorbonne, learning something about colloidal chemistry. He 
did not let any opportunity for deepening his knowledge in chemistry 
go by. During one of the Weizmanns' vacations in Switzerland, he spent 
a few weeks doing research on milk bacteriology with the distinguished 
scientist Robert Bum. The rest of his training in biochemistry he supple
mented with his own reading and work in Manchester.46

Weizmann's frequent sojourns in Paris brought him in contact not only 
with French scientists but also with many Russian émigré chemists, some 
of whom worked at the Pasteur Institute, including Nikolai Semeshko,
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later Commissar for Health in the Soviet Union, and Dya Metchnikov. 
According to a memoir by one of Weizmann's confidants during his de
clining years, it was in Paris, in early April 1910, that Weizmann met 
Vladimir Ilyich Lenin.47 Weizmann may have heard Lenin speak at pub
lic meetings in Geneva in 1904. Now he was formally introduced, pos
sibly by Nikolai Semeshko. Lenin was in exile for the second time, after 
the collapse of the 1905 Revolution.48 He had plenty of time to study and 
turned to the natural sciences, among other subjects. Lenin knew of the 
work at the Pasteur Institute. He had also heard öf the discoveries of 
Ernest Rutherford and was interested in meeting a Mancunian who was 
said to be a friend of Rutherford. According to the sole evidence in our 
possession, the two met in Lenin's favorite Parisian café on the boule
vard d'Orléans. Their discussion ran the gamut from tsarist Russia to 
physics and chemistry. For the most part, it seems that Weizmann ex
plained scientific terminology to Lenin while the latter held forth on 
Machists, Russian Empirio-Monists, Empirio-Symbolists, and other 
backward groups and theories. He also did not refrain from making dis
paraging remarks about the Zionists, especially the Zionist-sodalists of 
Ber Borochov's school. Lenin did not spare the Bund either.49 Neverthe
less they seem to have parted on friendly terms, because a few days later 
Lenin sent Weizmann his recently published book Materialism and Em- 
pirio-Criticism,50 which included the following handwritten dedication: 
"Compliments of the Author."51 If indeed Weizmann met Lenin, there 
is no evidence of this in his letters to Vera, to whom he reported almost 
daily on all his activities.

He did report with great excitement, that spring of 1910, about the new 
work he was undertaking at the Pasteur Institute. His regular visits to 
the institute attained a new sense of purpose. On February 8, 1910, 
Professor William Perkin employed Weizmann in research on the pro
duction of synthetic rubber, for which Perkin had a contract with the 
London-based Strange and Graham Ltd. At the beginning of the twen
tieth century there occurred a crisis in the supply of natural rubber from 
the Far East, caused both by the rapidly increasing demand for this com
modity and by local difficulties of production.52 This shortage led to 
speculation as to whether it would not be possible to create a synthetic 
substitute for natural rubber that would exhibit mechanical properties 
similar to those of the natural substance. At that time this was a revo
lutionary idea: Though synthetic substitutes for natural products had been 
known and were used, for example, in the pharmaceutical and dyestuff 
industries, this was not the case for such complex high-molecular-weight 
materials as rubber and natural fibers. In Germany the chemist Carl Har
ries had just discovered that natural rubber is a hydrocarbon which, when 
heated to high temperatures, releases isoprene. The conclusion was, 
therefore, that if one could find a good method of making isoprene, one 
might be able to convert it into synthetic rubber.53

The prospects, then, of making a fortune in producing a scarce com
modity attracted the firm of Strange and Graham. Edward Halford
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Strange, the company's director, engaged Professor William Perkin54 to 
assist the company in technical research, offering to pay him 1,000 pounds 
a year plus royalties.55 Perkin accepted this generous offer and, in turn, 
asked Weizmann if he would care to serve as his research assistant, for 
which he would pay him 250 pounds a year plus 33 percent of the prof
its which Perkin would receive from any royalties or patents resulting 
from their joint work. Eager for a larger income, Weizmann jumped at 
the offer.56 Thus, when he went to the Pasteur Institute in the spring of 
1910, Weizmann was no doubt more excited about the prospect of finally 
making a lot of money in the world of industrial chemistry than he was 
with the ideological controversy he had with Lenin. It occurred to Weiz
mann right away that it would be a good idea to draw into the research 
team Professor Auguste Fembach, who knew more about alcohol fer
mentation processes than either Weizmann or Perkin. Fembach was in
terested, and upon his return to England Weizmann broached the idea 
with Edward Strange, who promptly invited the French chemist to join 
the team.57 Fembach agreed to join on terms that were far less generous 
them those offered Perkin.58 He brought with him one of his own assist
ants at the Pasteur Institute, Moses Schoen.59 Halford Strange, who had 
a general background in chemistry, was also considered part of the re
search group. Thus, by the fall of 1910 an Anglo-French research*syn
dicate was forméd which set itself the task of simultaneously investigat
ing the question of synthetic rubber in Manchester and in Paris.

To create synthetic rubber on a commençai scale, the research team 
concentrated at first on the production of amyl and butyl alcohols by fer
mentation processes.60 Fembach and Schoen worked in Paris, the others 
in England, with Weizmann and Strange visiting the Pasteur Institute 
from time to time. The attention of the group was directed chiefly to
ward a means of producing amyl alcohol. In January 1911 Fembach and 
Weizmann found a mixture of bacteria that would ferment the starch in 
potatoes, yielding amyl alcohol in the process. The following month 
Weizmann was able to produce the same substance with other bacte
ria.61 The members of the group thereupon concentrated their efforts on 
the amyl alcohol route to isoprene and synthetic rubber. But at the end 
of March 1911 it was found that during certain experiments conducted 
in Paris and Manchester the fermentations had produced butyl alcohol, 
and from that time the energies of the group were diverted toward as
certaining the means by which this material could best be obtained. The 
first order of business was to select or discover the particular bacillus that 
would yield the best results. Such a bacillus—referred to variously as BF 
(Bacillus Fembach) or FB—was discovered by Fembach in June 1911. A 
culture of this bacillus was isolated and that same month it was sent to 
Weizmann via Strange.62 Fembach and Weizmann now endeavored to 
produce butyl alcohol in bulk by fermenting starch in potatoes.63 At that 
time it was already known that in the fermentation of sugar to alcohol 
by yeast, a minor by-product was "fusel oil," essentially a mixture of 
amyl alcohols, each of which contains five carbon atoms. It was as-
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sumed—erroneously, as it turned out—that these alcohols, like ethyl al
cohol itself, were produced by the fermentation of sugar, and Weiz- 
mann's attention was therefore drawn to fermentation processes in 
general—an unusual subject for an organic chemist at that time—and to 
the problem of finding a microorganism which would yield five-carbon 
alcohols as the main product, not just a by-product, of fermentation. The 
Russian microbiologist Winogrodsky had already discovered the exis
tence of a bacterium, or a group of bacteria, able to ferment carbohy
drates and produce an alcohol with an odor similar to that of "fusel oil," 
as well as another well-known chemical substance, acetone. However, 
this alcohol was butyl alcohol, containing only four carbon atoms, a 
compound already known but at the time not used for any practical pur
pose. William Perkin, who of all members of the team understood least 
about fermentation, therefore recommended that this substance be called 
not "butyl" but "futile" alcohol and suggested that "the stuff be poured 
down the sink."64

Despite Perkin's pessimism. Strange decided to erect a plant at Rain- 
ham, Lincolnshire, for the production of materials developed in the in
termediate stages of research. In contrast to Perkin, Weizmann was con
fident of the outcome of his research. To Ahad Ha'Am he boasted, "I 
have actually reached the end and overcome all difficulties in the syn
thesis of rubber and the laboratory stage is finished. This business should 
now be transferred to the factory. Whether my Industrieritter will have 
enough patience and ability to take advantage of what I am convinced 
is a really good job, or whether they will turn it into something purely 
for speculation, I don't know; and this problem is causing me a lot of 
worry, because I shouldn't like to be left with nothing but my chemical 
'fame.' " 65 Characteristically, he had been impatient, rushing to inform 
Strange that he would soon send the isoprene he would produce in his 
lab. His report turned out to be inaccurate, resulting in recriminations 
from Strange.66

While Weizmann and Fembach were struggling to make headway on 
the question of fermentation, with a view to converting sugar starch into 
higher alcohols,67 an important discovery was made in March 1912 by 
one Mr. Kane, the works manager at Rainham. Using BF and some crude 
methods of distillation, Kane realized that in addition to other products 
of the fermentation of starch conducted by him, there could also be found 
a considerable quantity of acetone.68 The discovery of acetone was made 
known, of course, to Weizmann, who did not immediately grasp its in
dustrial implications.69 Strange, on the other hand, realized at once that 
this discovery could have momentous implications for his business.70 
Acetone, largely used at the time as a solvent, was made by dry distil
lation of wood. One of its important uses was its ability to make gun
powder "smokeless." When treated with acetone, gunpowder bums with 
a minimum of smoke, a discovery which would become very important 
when World War I broke out, since it meant that the location of guns, 
especially big naval guns, could be concealed.71



Society, Science, and the Professorship 355

Halford Strange had for some time labored under the difficulty of rais
ing sufficient capital for his research syndicate.72 With the discovery by 
Kane of an efficient method for the production of acetone, he decided 
that the moment had come to expand his company, which was to be 
renamed The Synthetic Rubber, Fusel Oil and Acetone Manufacturing 
Co., Ltd., with a capital of five hundred thousand pounds to be raised 
by public subscriptions for shares.73 In order to induce the public to buy 
shares in the new company. Strange commissioned a certain Dr. Otto 
Hehner, who was in his employ, to write a scientific report on thé pro
duction of acetone, amyl and butyl alcohols through fermentation of po
tatoes.74 The report claimed a much higher yield than had in fact been 
hitherto discovered with any bacteria.75 Strange knew quite well that he 
could not get away with making such a claim concerning the experi
ments at Rainham. What he needed was the backing of well-known 
chemists whose statements would not be questioned by anyone. Sir Wil
liam Ramsay, professor of chemistry at the University of London and 
recipient of the Nobel Prize in 1904, had already expressed his interest 
in joining the board of the new company.76 Strange had no problem per
suading Perkin to vouch for experiments that had been made at Rain- 
ham.77 Moreover, Perkin agreed to give a lecture on June 17, 1912, to the 
Society of Chemical Industry, which would promote the new Com
pany—twelve days before the prospectus was to be issued.78

It was more difficult to move Fembach to write a report, based on ex
periments at the Pasteur Institute, that would excite both the scientific 
community and the public. In reply to Strange's request of May 8, 1912, 
Fembach truthfully reported that he lacked sufficient evidence to write 
the kind of report that Strange had in mind. Yet he, too, .like Ramsay 
and Perkin, was tempted by the prospect of making money. He there
fore demanded a seat on the board of directors of the new company as 
a conditio sine qua non. He also urged that a new experiment be con
ducted before he wrote the report. Both conditions were accepted im
mediately by Strange.79 Fembach had been conducting an experiment with 
maize (rather than potatoes) as the raw material. The experiment went 
well for about ten days, but at the end it turned out to be a failure, yield
ing no more than 25 to 28 percent acetone and higher alcohols—about 
equal to the amount which had been obtained by Mr. Kane in Rain- 
ham.80 Nevertheless Fembach discarded his earlier pangs of conscience 
and wrote a report that was purposely misleading and could be inter
preted as if he had been able to extract as much as 42 percent of the 
substances in question from maize, whereas, in fact, those results had 
been obtained by him only from potatoes.81 Thus, Strange finally had 
his professors where he wanted them: Lured by money, they were in 
effect backing false advertisement. The distinguished galaxy of Ramsay, 
Perkin, and Fembach did not fail to impress the public, and at least sev
enty-five thousand pounds were raised through subscriptions.82

Weizmann knew all along that the reports from Rainham and the Pas
teur Institute were incorrect.83 He nevertheless kept quiet because he,
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too, saw a chance of finally becoming rich. He could assuage his con
science by telling himself that he neither wrote the misleading reports 
nor did his name appear in the company's prospectus. Moreover, Fem- 
bach, who realized that Weizmann was the real brain in the English team, 
sought to tie Weizmann closer to the project by improving his financial 
terms with the new company. In anticipation of Strange's visit to Paris 
on May 18, 1912, Fembach invited Weizmann to stipulate his own con
ditions.84 Realizing that this was a once-in-a-lifetime chance, Weizmann 
decided that he would personally travel to Paris (May 17, 1912) to pre
pare with Fembach for their meeting with Strange.85 By the time he 
reached Paris, Weizmann had already read the first draft of Perkin's lec
ture, scheduled for delivery a month hence. The lecture was apparently 
written for Perkin—who had little knowledge of the substance of the ex
periments—by Francis Edwards Matthews, a chemist employed by Strange 
and Graham, in collaboration with Halford Strange. Late in April Strange 
sent the draft to Weizmann, with a request "for the addition of any sci
entific stuff which you think ought to go in. I have arranged with Perkin 
that he will give due credit to the chemists and bacteriologists who have 
been engaged on the work . . ."86 It is unclear what "scientific stuff" 
Weizmann may have added to the paper, but the incident again made 
him painfully aware that Perkin was getting credit for doing little or 
nothing. But if Perkin was going to have all the prestige, Weizmann was 
determined to improve his contract with Strange. Having worked out the 
strategy with Vera in advance, Weizmann described the outcome of ne
gotiations on May 18:

A hard day is over. I have been up since 8 in the morning, at the Institute 
from 9. Shall let you know the results briefly. I have concluded an agree
ment which we shall put in writing in a few days by means of an échange de 
lettres, according to which I shall get 25% of what Fembach makes as profit, 
and in addition to that Fembach will pay me 100 pounds a year from the 
salary he receives from Strange. I consider this arrangement very satisfac
tory. I certainly didn't expect to succeed in getting anything in cash beyond 
the 25%.

Besides, I was fully convinced that Strange would take all measures to get 
me under contract to them, as he knows that I have no obligations whatever 
to Perkin as regards keeping secrets, etc., etc. I told him I would sign a con
tract with them only if they gave me a guarantee to pay me a decent and 
regular salary. He understands this perfectly and it is in his interest to have 
me tied up—if I let him—and to pay for it. His affairs are apparently going 
very well. . .  I hope my Verochka will be pleased. I kept in mind that you 
told me "to think of you during these business talks . . Z'87

Strange was willing to sign a contract with Fembach, but only after June, 
presumably in order to first see the rate of public subscriptions.88

All he had to do now, Weizmann thought, was to sit quietly while 
waiting for Strange to give a new contract to Fembach, who would, in 
turn, write Weizmann a letter confirming their verbal arrangements. Once
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In his laboratory at the University of Manchester, 1912

he had this letter from Fembach he would demand from Perkin a larger 
share of the latter's yearly retainer of one thousand pounds. Should Per
kin refuse, he would threaten to walk out on him, free to use the knowl
edge he had acquired on fermentation processes as he wished.89 To Vera, 
who had in the meantime taken a two-week vacation in Baslow, Der
byshire, he wrote on May 21 that Perkin was unaware of what was going 
on.90 But Perkin was not deceived. Possibly he had been alerted to the 
new situation by Strange. Perkin fully understood that once Weizmann 
had made an arrangement with Fembach, he would be beyond his con
trol. A day later he pressed Weizmann to inform him in detail of the 
agreement made in Paris. When he was informed, he warned Weiz
mann to cancel this new deal since, according to Perkin, Weizmann had 
made a commitment to the University Council—prior to the change in 
his appointment in April—not to undertake any new outside work.91 
Weizmann refused to budge and Perkin went to London to see Strange.92 
Within less than a fortnight Perkin had changed from Weizmann's men
tor into his most dangerous enemy, writing openly to Strange that he 
was sick of Weizmann and wished that "the affair in Jerusalem would 
hurry up."93 Moreover, Perkin had Strange's full cooperation in plotting 
against Weizmann. Strange still held a grudge against Weizmann for 
having misled him on the question of isoprene and having aggressively
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pressed, a few months earlier, for permission to publish the results of 
some of the experiments undertaken on behalf of the company. Strange 
suspected that Weizmann wished to claim credit for work that was not 
his own.94 This reservoir of suspicion and resentment now overflowed 
when Strange realized that Weizmann's strategy was to comer him and 
Fembach, forcing them into an agreement which could then be used 
against Perkin, whom Strange held in high esteem as a loyal friend.95 In 
consultation with Perkin, Strange undertook to^turn Fembach against 
Weizmann as well. With all three of them lined up in one camp, Weiz
mann would have to give up his exaggerated demands or be dismissed 
from the team. Strange returned to Paris and reported to Perkin con
cerning his conversation with Fembach.

I commenced by asking Fembach whether Weizmann was an old friend of 
his, as I had been rather led to understand so from Weizmann's remarks. 
Fembach told me that he may have known him three months previously 
and that only casually. I said: "Is he a man upon whom you have any rea
son to doubt his absolute reliance?" He said: "No, and I should be very 
shocked if we found we could not give him our full confidence." I then told 
him what I knew of Weizmann's history and his proved tendency to lying 
in ordinary and scientific matters, and of his continual campaign for slightly 
more cash. Fembach told me that he had agreed to the 25 percent commis
sion to Weizmann because he felt that he undoubtedly owed some commis
sion to Weizmann for his valuable introduction between himself and Strange 
and Graham Ltd. He also felt that it was unsafe that such valuable knowl
edge should be in the possession of a man of Weizmann's type without his 
having some direct interest in it. I told him of Weizmann's threats to you, 
that he considered himself free to do what he liked with any information, 
including rubber, if he did not obtain terms from you which he considered 
satisfactory. I also told him of the promise not to do any outside work which 
he is alleged to have given, by which he has secured his new appointment 
[at the university]. Fembach has agreed to give Weizmann nothing in writ
ing until we have discussed the thing and drawn up a joint plan of cam
paign.

I have been considering the agreement between yourself and Weizmann 
and I am more astonished [at] Weizmann's effrontery in making the threats 
he did to you and also to me in London . . . I do not wish to have any fuss 
about this while the flotation [of the new company's shares] is in progress, 
but when it is over I think the best plan will be to invite Weizmann to meet 
yourself, myself, Matthews, and Fembach, produce an agreement giving him 
the maximum we are prepared to agree to, and if he does not sign it, we 
will fire him out.

In my opinion it is quite a question whether we cannot get an injunction 
from the High Court to restrain Weizmann from uttering threats to disclose 
secret information in his possession . . . This is a weapon up our sleeve . . .

Finally, I have come to the conclusion that attempts to work in a friendly 
way with Weizmann only invited aggression on his part, and in future I am 
afraid the policy with regard to him must be of unmitigated firmness. The 
fact that we are not ready to deal with the situation for a few weeks will act
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in our favor, as at present he has strained himself up to a move on impu
dence and daring, but I think this will evaporate during the next few weeks 
of uncertainty . .

Weizmann had no inkling of Strange's machinations against him,97 but 
he realized that Fembach had become the linchpin of the team, and that 
his decision would make or break Weizmann's case. Consequently 
Weizmann journeyed to Paris once again on May 29 to present his ar
guments to Fembach, who was then conferring with Strange as well. 
Fembach may have had some reservations about Weizmann's personal 
style, but he had no doubt that this brilliant chemist was essential to the 
success of the project. After hearing both sides of the argument, he 
thought Perkin was trying to misuse his rank to browbeat Weizmann into 
submitting to his own financial demands. Fembach therefore made a 
suggestion according to which Weizmann would hand over to Perkin one 
third of what he got from Fembach, whereas Perkin would concede to 
Weizmann one third of his own profits on synthetic rubber.98 This 
agreement favored Perkin in any case, since the work on butyl and amyl 
alcohols and on acetone at the Pasteur Institute and at Rainham seemed 
more promising at the time. Strange agreed to this scheme, though 
without too much enthusiasm, promising to take up the matter *with 
Perkin.99 Perkin also agreed,100 but at the same time he proposed to re
duce Weizmann's share of his own retainer, insisting once again that 
Weizmann's new appointment at the university had been based on his 
promise not to accept new work, and that Weizmann had violated this 
agreement by his contract with Fembach.101 Strange, to whom Weiz
mann complained, was by now convinced by Fembach that Weizmann 
must be retained. Strange tried, on the one hand, to prevent Perkin from 
damaging Weizmann's position at the university while, at the same time, 
cutting Weizmann down to size. 'Tn my opinion," wrote Strange to Per
kin, "we can force your said assistant to agree to anything we consider 
reasonable, as Fembach, I believe, is not willing to give him a share of 
profits unless he is properly tied up past, present and future."102

It is possible that a final arrangment could have been worked out be
tween Weizmann and Perkin had it not been for the latter's lecture on 
June 17, 1912. When Weizmann, who may have contributed some "sci
entific stuff' to the paper, heard that Perkin had given credit in his speech 
only to Francis Edward Matthews and Auguste Fembach, totally ignor
ing his assistant's pivotal role in the research, he lost his composure. He 
criticized Perkin openly and demanded to be free of the professor's con
trol while retaining the same share of Perkin's yearly salary of one thou
sand pounds; otherwise he would consider himself a free agent.103 By 
the time Strange's letter of July 3, in which he proposed to tie Weizmann 
legally to the company, was received by Perkin, it was too late. Furious 
at his assistant's brashness, Perkin dismissed Weizmann from the Anglo- 
French team on June 23.104 Strange, who was largely to blame for having
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pitted the parties against one another to begin with, had belatedly ar
rived at a radically different assessment of Weizmann from the one he 
offered seven weeks earlier.

I should like to add that in my opinion Weizmann is a valuable member of 
our group. He is well up in chemical literature, knowing many languages 
and having valuablè connections throughout Europe. He is amazingly in
dustrious and has a quick brain. He is not an accurate experimenter and this, 
of course, involves repeating his experiments very çarefully. On the other 
hand, I do not think he is untrustworthy . . . Lastly, Î am very conscious 
of the fact that we owe Weizmann a very heavy debt for bringing us in con
tact with yourself.

This reassessment was combined with Strange's concession that "Perkin 
has done very little actual work."105 He now proposed, with Perkin's 
consent, that Weizmann become Fembach's assistant so he could con
tinue to collaborate on the fermentation processes.106 The summer and 
fall of 1912 were spent in working out a new arrangement among Weiz
mann, Fembach, and Strange.107 Fembach and Strange took the precau
tion, in the meantime, not to give Weizmann any information on exper
iments in progress. This time Weizmann, too, was more cautious than 
he had been in February 1910 and consulted a lawyer before agreeing to 
any new contracts.108

Weizmann took one other precaution and decided that the time had 
come to consult his senior colleagues at the university: Arthur Schuster, 
Samuel Alexander, and Ernest Rutherford. It is not clear how much he 
told them about his scientific work for Strange and Graham, but he did 
inform them that his personal ties with Perkin were severed. He needed 
their protection and advice now that Perkin had become his implacable 
enemy. His friends took his side, of course, and asked him to calm down 
and maintain cordial relations with Perkin.109 Weizmann continued his 
work at the university as if nothing had happened, but the Perkins and 
the Weizmanns moved in some of the same social circles, which made 
life in Manchester very uncomfortable. In the close-knit society of 
Manchester academics it quickly became known that the Perkins were 
no longer "Ma" and "Pa" to the Weizmanns, and that it was best not to 
invite them to the same teas and garden parties.110 Once again Weiz
mann began to talk about his "Palestinian plans," not only to Ahad Ha'Am 
but also to members of the faculty at Manchester. He was also consid
ering applying for vacancies at Oxford, London, and Edinburgh.111 Then, 
all of a sudden, it was announced at the beginning of December 1912 
that Perkin had accepted the Waynflete professorship at Oxford112 and 
planned to move there at the end of the academic year. Perkin's depar
ture for Oxford was a sudden and unexpected move. It is quite likely 
that it came in the wake of national publicity surrounding the synthetic 
rubber and acetone experiments for which Perkin took all the credit.113 
It is quite dear that Weizmann was surprised by Perkin's move; other
wise he might very well have avoided controversy with the professor at
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that stage. For a moment Weizmann deluded himseif into believing that 
he was still the natural successor to Perkin: "It is not impossible/' he 
wrote to Ahad Ha'Am, "that I shall get either Perkin's Chair or the Chair 
of Biochemistry. I've already been asked in a roundabout way about my 
Palestinian plans (Schuster and Alexander). For the time being I'm say
ing nothing, and the question of the appointment is not yet actuelle . . ."114 
To be on the safe side, he informed Schuster that he would be prepared 
to stay at the university for at least five years.

Characteristically, he counted his chickens too early. Perkin's chance 
to pay Weizmann back for his insubordination came sooner than he had 
expected. For years he had promoted Weizmann through the university 
ranks, giving him every possible opportunity to advance himself. He had 
carefully groomed his protégé, possibly promising Weizmann that he 
would succeed him to the chair in organic chemistry; in the process Per
kin took out a number of patents with Weizmann.115 Even if we take into 
account Weizmann's tendency to exaggerate his own status, his persist
ent claim for nine years that he was in line for a professorship may in
dicate that Perkin gave him good reason to believe it. Instead of showing 
gratitude and deference, Weizmann had acted in a most disrespectful and 
insulting manner. Perkin was determined to show his assistant that he 
could also use his prestige and influence to ruin Weizmann's chancf s for 
promotion. He pointed out to the University Council that Weizmann was 
more interested in money than pure research and that, in any case, his 
stay at Manchester was temporary by his own admission and only served 
as a springboard to a position in Palestine. Why then not give the chair 
to an upright, native Englishman, to his brother-in-law Arthur Lap- 
worth, for example? True, Lapworth's specialty—though he had begun 
his career as an organic chemist—happened to be inorganic chemistry, 
but, on the other hand, he was about to be elected a Fellow of the Royal 
Society (in 1913) and could be counted upon to serve the university loy
ally for many years to come.116 Thus, the battle for the professorship was 
to ensue at the worst possible time for Weizmann: Vera was sitting for 
her exams and Benjy was sick with a severe ear infection. As soon as 
Vera passed her exams and Benjy felt better, Weizmann sent them off to 
Cannes, affording him time to devote himself to the inevitable and pain
ful showdown ahead.

Luckily, Weizmann had at his disposal the active support and sound 
advice of Schuster, Rutherford, and Alexander. When he told them that 
he was about to sign a new contract with Strange, they were appalled. 
Perkin was indeed right: The University Council would view such exten
sive work outside academe as being in conflict with Weizmann's univer
sity duties. Strange, who had initially thought he could get along with
out Weizmann's services, now tried to persuade him, at all costs, to keep 
the agreement secret: "It is highly undesirable to ask the Council whether 
you may enter into the agreements. I strongly advise the course of en
tering into the agreements and saying nothing . . .  It can easily be ex
plained that this is simply a confirmation of the old arrangement in a
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slightly different form."117 But Weizmann, who only a week earlier 
thought he could ride on both horses by getting the professorship and 
entering into a lucrative industrial consultantship, was quickly sobered 
on both accounts. Perkin could get away with certain improprieties, given 
his family's prestige and impeccable lineage. Perkin could even hypo
critically and shamelessly try to deny others what he sought for himself. 
It was quite another thing for a Russian immigrant to step out of line. 
He would have to renounce all outside employment if he wanted his 
senior colleagues and friends to work out a compromise with the vice 
chancellor.

Immediately after Christmas 1912, Schuster—who was a member of 
the search committee—began to work out an arrangement with the vice 
chancellor, Alfred Hopkinson, regarding Weizmann's position. The search 
committee was constituted on January 8, 1913, and in its first meeting it 
sought the advice of Harold Dixon and William Perkin. It was not at all 
dear at the outset what was to be done, and the initial suggestion was 
to advertise the position for a professorship and to appoint both Lap- 
worth and Weizmann as readers. Another suggestion was to appoint only 
two readers.118 Weizmann and Lapworth had the same rank in 1913. 
Lapworth was Senior Lecturer and Assistant Director of the inorganic 
laboratories, while Weizmann was Senior Lecturer and Assistant Direc
tor of the organic laboratories.119 In February 1913 the committee re
solved to write to seven distinguished chemists in Britain, the United 
States, and Germany to ascertain their opinion on candidates for the po
sition.120 Yet after all but one answer—that of Professor Richards—were 
duly received, the committee dedded to make a permanent appointment 
to the chair in organic chemistry and not to advertise the position, as 
was customary.121 The vice chancellor was asked to write to the follow
ing: J. Norman Collie, W. J. Pope, James Walker, J. J. Dobbie, and G. T. 
Beilby—all of England—and to Theodore William Richards of Harvard 
University. Harold Dixon was asked to write to Professor Hermann Emil 
Fischer, an organic chemist in Berlin who had received the Nobel Prize 
in chemistry in 1902. In its full report to the senate of the university the 
committee stated: "No useful purpose would be served by an advertise
ment which necessarily would cause delay and would, in the circum
stances of this case, have other very serious disadvantages."122 On 
May 1 the University Senate resolved that Perkin's brother-in-law was to 
get the professorship in organic chemistry, while Weizmann would be 
appointed to a new position as reader in biochemistry, with a raise in 
his salary to six hundred pounds a year plus fifty pounds for an assist
ant;123 this arrangement did not place Lapworth in a supervisory role to 
that of Weizmann.

Harold Dixon, who was senior even to Perkin in the chemistry de
partment, was chosen by the University Council to sound out Weiz
mann on this arrangement before the official decision was handed down 
to him.124 Though he had known for some time (through Schuster) what 
the university would propose,125 Weizmann pretended to be surprised
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and told Dixon that if he asked whether he approved of this arrange
ment, his answer was categorically "no." Dixon left, requesting a firm 
reply by 2:15, two hours after they met. Weizmann rushed over to the 
Schusters and over lunch Arthur Schuster—now wearing the hat of an 
adviser, rather than that of a committee member—approved of Weiz- 
mann's reply, which was presumably given to Dixon at the required time: 
"/ cannot afford to reject or accept proposals. I shall have to obey the decision of 
the University. 1 consider your proposal as wrong in the interests of the Univer
sity and as an offense to me. It will affect me in such a way that I shall try to 
get out of this place as soon as I can." He did not fail to add that Perkin had 
cheated him materially and morally and that Dixon was condoning it.126

After the new arrangement was officially announced in May 1913, 
Weizmann tried to make the best of it—at least publicly.127 To Vera he 
wrote that the whole affair smacked of anti-Semitism.128 On the face of 
it, it may have indeed seemed that way. Weizmann could not be faulted 
on his teaching, for example. He was known as a good teacher and cared 
about his students, who in turn showed him great respect and even af
fection.129 Moreover, by 1913 he had almost fifty publications to his credit. 
He was known in the department as a brilliant chemist, more promising 
than Lap worth,130 who had published more than Weizmann but worked 
by accumulation of detail rather than by publishing seminal papers.131 
In fact, Harold Dixon and William Perkin were among those who in De
cember 1910 sponsored Weizmann for a fellowship in the Royal Society, 
obviously because they held him in high esteem. Exactly two years later 
they had turned against him, making sure he would not receive the pro
fessorship, which in turn made it impossible for him to attain the cov
eted fellowship.132 Weizmann never got over the loss of the professor
ship. He considered this to be the most serious setback of his life.133 In 
the immediate aftermath of Dixon's official proposal he became physi
cally ill and extremely dejected: "If you only knew," he wrote to Vera, 
"how tired I am of all these 'goyim,' how much of a stranger I feel here, 
how isolated . . ." 134 Two days later, in a moment of desperation, he 
exclaimed: "Ach, Verochka, I wish we could go to Palestine soon and 
put an end to Galuth in all its forms."135

A careful reading of the search committee's documents, however, re
veals that anti-Semitism did not play a role in Weizmann's loss of the 
professorship. The simple truth is that all parties involved in the messy 
affair—Weizmann included—were guilty of only two things: greed and 
vanity. Perhaps Perkin was the worst offender, because he received a 
large retainer from Strange and Graham, reaping financial and profes
sional benefits without doing any of the work and using Weizmann 
without giving him due credit. It is possible that had Weizmann re
ceived recognition for his fermentation experiments, he would have had 
a better chance to attain the professorship. Moreover, Perkin was willing 
to go so far as to read a purposely misleading scientific paper, written 
by others, in other to promote a commercial enterprise. Lastly, when faced 
with the possibility of a challenge which would have exposed his dis-
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honesty in scientific matters, he attributed to Weizmann those offenses 
of which he was most guilty. But it was only a question of degree of 
guilt. Fembach had knowingly contributed his prestige to an enterprise 
he knew would defraud the public. Throughout Weizmann was guilty 
by association and by his failure to call his colleagues to task or expose 
them publicly. He, too, like Perkin, had worked on projects which he 
knew were against university rules. He was willing, as late as December 
1912, to repeat this mistake, and it was only thanks to Schuster, Alex
ander, and Rutherford that he severed his association with Strange and 
Graham at the last moment. What helped undermine Weizmann's chances 
for the professorship, then> was not anti-Semitism. Perkin would no doubt 
have continued to favor him as his successor had Weizmann not chal
lenged Perkin's reputation and financial arrangements; given Perkin's great 
influence at the university, he might have been able to arrange for Weiz
mann to attain the professorship. Weizmann's attempt to exploit his own 
indispensability in the Anglo-French research group by presenting the 
professor with an ultimatum backfired when Perkin refused to be black
mailed. In his anxiety to break out of his own financial straits, Weiz
mann forfeited not only the new deal with Strange and Fembach but 
also his old contract with Perkin. He had lost not only a second income 
but his status in the department as Perkin's protégé and heir apparent. 
The fact of the matter is that Weizmann was guilty not only of greed and 
disloyalty to his benefactor but also of impatience and lack of sound po
litical judgment. This, in the final analysis, contributed to his undoing.

Clearly, the procedures for filling Perkin's chair were highly irregular, 
most notably the decision not to advertise the position. In his letters to 
eminent chemists in Britain, Germany, and the United States, the vice 
chancellor listed the names of candidates other than Weizmann and 
Lapworth, yet it is obvious from reading the committee's and senate's 
minutes that these other candidates were never seriously considered as 
successors to the chair in organic’chemistry.136 The irregularities in this 
particular case are all the more striking when one examines the other 
appointments made that year by the University Senate. None of these 
appointments to professorships involved the same type of special com
mittee that was constituted to deal with the chair of organic chemistry, 
and in none did the vice chancellor of the university take so active a role 
as in this case. None of the committees asked for and received permis
sion to deal with departmental matters other than recommending a can
didate for the chair. None asked for permission not to advertise and none 
ever considered not filling the professorship in question and making 
"special arrangements." All other committees seemed to seriously con
sider candidates from within and without the university.137 In light of 
the reference in the report of the "Committee on Arrangements Conse
quent on Professor Perkin's Resignation" to "the [special] circumstances 
of this case," one must arrive at the conclusion that the committee's de
cisions were strongly influenced by political considerations.

But what of the intellectual and academic merits of the case? Did
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Weizmann deserve the professorship on his own merits? Was he a better 
candidate for the position than Lapworth? Was perhaps neithér appro
priate for such a position at this stage in their careers? It is unlikely that 
a clear-cut and decisive answer could ever be given to all of these ques
tions; this is a particularly difficult task seven decades after the fact. Yet 
the evidence seems to suggest that even without the irregularities asso
ciated with Lapworth's appointment, Weizimann would not necessarily 
have been awarded the professorship at this stage in his career even if 
Perkin had strongly backed such an appointment. The most decisive ex
tant evidence for this statement is contained in the correspondence be
tween the vice chancellor of the Victoria University of Manchester, Sir 
Alfred Hopkinson, and Professor Theodore William Richards, Erving 
Professor of Chemistry at Harvard and director of the Wolcott Gibbs Me
morial Laboratory.138 In view of the fact that all other replies to the com
mittee have disappeared, this correspondence assumes special signifi
cance and is therefore extensively cited. Hopkinson's letter to Richards 
of February 18, 1913, reads as follows:

Dear Professor Richards,
As you are no doubt aware Professor Perkin has been appointed to the 

Chair of Chemistry in thè University of Oxford and will shortly be leaving 
Manchester. We are now making enquiries with a view to the arrangements 
to be made here'in consequence of his resignation. It is of vital importance 
to us, having regard to the extent of the Chemical Department, the number 
of students to be. trained and the continuance and promotion of research in 
Chemistry, that we should secure the best men available to carry on the work, 
and I have been asked by the Committee of Senate which has the matter 
under consideration, to make confidential enquiries with a view to obtaining 
the best information.

Among the younger organic chemists of distinction the following have been 
mentioned as men of special ability and promise:

Dr. A. W. Crossley, F.R.S., Professor of Chemistry in the Pharmaceutical 
Society.

Dr. M. O. Forster, F.R.S., Assistant-Professor at the Imperial College of 
Science.

Dr. A. McKenzie, Birkbeck Institute.
Dr. R. H. Pickard, Technical School, Blackburn.
Dr. R. Robinson, Professor of Organic Chemistry in the University of Syd

ney, N.S.W.
Dr. Smiles, Assistant Professor of Organic Chemistry, University College, 

London.
Dr. J. Thorpe, F.R.S., Sorby Fellow, University of Sheffield.
We have also before us the names of two chemists now on our Senior 

Staff:—Dr. Lapworth, F.R.S., Lecturer in Physical Chemistry and Assistant 
Director of the Inorganic Laboratories, and Dr. Weizmann, Lecturer in Bio- 
Chemistry and Assistant Director of the Organic Laboratories.

I should be very grateful for any expression of opinion you would give 
me, which I can communicate to the Committee in confidence, on the sub
ject of the qualifications of any of the above mentioned or of any other 
chemists either in England or America who may appear to you to have the
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desired qualifications—our object being to maintain the efficiency of the De
partment of Organic Chemistry as a School of learning and research . . .139

Professor Richards replied as follows on March 7, 1913:

My dear Sir Alfred:
Your kind letter came two or three days ago, and I have been thinking 

about it ever since. It seems to me that you have named the candidates about 
in the order desirable. Dr. Crossley and Dr. Forster are both able men and 
known all over the world, and of the two I should'be inclined to put Dr. 
Crossley first as you have. Next, I should be inclined to put Dr. Lapworth 
and next Dr. McKenzie. The others I know little about, for my specialty is 
not organic chemistry, as you know.

. . . Among the young Americans Professor Brunei, now of Bryn Mawr, 
seems to be considered as perhaps the most brilliant. He has not a reputa
tion, however, comparable to that of Dr. Crossley or Dr. Forster . . .

. . .  I find that our resident professor of organic chemistry E.[lmer] P.feter] 
Kohler agrees essentially with me in the order of preference named 
above . . .14°

One must keep in mind that Richards was best known for his atomic 
weight studies; it is therefore not surprising that he was more likely to 
hear of Lapworth, a physical chemist, than of Weizmann. Yet Crossley 
and Forster, whom he held in high esteem, were organic chemists; that 
is, they were outside his own specialty. Clearly Richards had no knowl
edge of Weizmann's work, though he had visited Manchester a few years 
earlier and had an honorary degree from the university. Moreover, Ri
chards's colleague, Kohler, who was an organic chemist, also did not rank 
Weizmann among the top candidates. Weizmann had not at that stage 
made significant theoretical breakthroughs. He had been working in the 
new field of biochemistry for only two years and had not yet made any 
major contributions in that field. Those he did make were claimed by 
Perkin as his own.

Yet even assuming that Weizmann was not the undisputed candidate 
for the position, one must conclude that the appointment was handled 
in a strange way by the University Senate. It decided to give the chair in 
organic chemistry to a man who was clearly an inorganic chemist (in 1922 
Lapworth officially assumed responsibility for inorganic chemistry and 
was succeeded by Robert Robinson, who had appeared on the vice 
chancellor's list in February 1913), while appointing Weizmann reader in 
biochemistry—a field in which he had not yet distinguished himself. The 
explanation for this may be fourfold: Setting aside the question of his 
personal merit, Weizmann's appointment to the professorship would have 
been a direct insult to Perkin, one of England's more distinguished 
chemists. Possibly the council was also angered by Weizmann's exten
sive nonuniversity chemical activities, which went against his agreement 
with the university. Weizmann had not yet attained a fellowship in the 
Royal Society. Lastly, there were political motivations underlying the 
appointment which are not explicit in the minutes of the committee that
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are extant. Obviously the university was trying to avoid embarrassment 
and a possible scandal, but it is not dear what factors were at play here. 
Whatever the reason, the committee and the senate acted in an unusual 
manner by failing to advertise the position, as was customary. Clearly 
they wished to retain Weizmann, but not at any price. From the outset 
he never had a good chance to succeed Perkin to the chair in organic 
chemistry since it had been dedded as early as January 1913 that he would 
be appointed reader. Whether Lapworth was indeed the strongest can
didate for the chair is doubtful, but it is impossible to answer this ques
tion with absolute certainty in view of the missing documentation on the 
other candidates and the availability of only one reply from those emi
nent chemists who had been approached. On the face of it, it seems that 
Lapworth's appointment to a chair—any chair—was premature. As for 
Weizmann, attaining a readership at this stage in his career was a re
spectable achievement marred only by his unrealistic expectations, which 
had been fanned for years by Perkin. Nevertheless, Lapworth's appoint
ment to a chair seems to indicate that had Weizmann been able to obtain 
Perkin's backing, he, too, would have been a viable candidate for the 
position. He lost the professorship not only on scholarly but also on po
litical grounds.

To add insult to injury, Weizmann was soon to suffer another rebuff. 
To a certain degree, this added disappointment was all the more painful 
and humiliating since it involved two members of the Schuster house
hold: Caroline and her daughter Norah. If Caroline Schuster was fasci
nated by his Zionist idealism, Weizmann was quickly captured by her 
charm and beauty. It was to her that he bore his innermost aspirations 
and desires. If Arthur Schuster gave him sound advice on university 
matters, Caroline knew how to comfort and encourage him, spending 
many hours uplifting his spirits when he was most depressed by the 
Perkin affair.141 With Vera in Cannes, it was to the Schuster house that 
he came, almost daily, to plan the next moves in the battle for the pro
fessorship. It was during these weeks of daily contact that Weizmann 
became infatuated with Caroline Schuster. The source of this infatuation 
may simply be that Caroline was an attractive and warm individual. After 
all, she was not the first woman to whom Weizmann felt attracted even 
after his marriage to Vera, nor was she to be the last. What may have 
enhanced the intensity of this particular relationship was the loneliness 
he felt, with Vera far away in Cannes, at a time when he needed emo
tional support more than ever. Possibly he was also intrigued by the fact 
that Caroline was the first gentile woman he got to know well; more
over, she seemed receptive to his ideas and was obviously fascinated by 
his personality. He may have simply misread the signals of a woman 
who lived in a world so different from his own and misinterpreted her 
intellectual interest for physical attraction. Caroline may not at first have 
noticed the precise moment when Weizmann had ceased to be inter
ested in her as merely another Zionist disciple and his infatuation had 
taken over. But she was a sophisticated woman who must have become
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aware, at some point, of the erotic flavor that had crept into their long 
conversations. Surely it was not merely the teacher instructing the pupil 
when he wrote to Caroline: "It is again for me to thank you . . .  for all 
you did for me and gave me . . . Coming from you—from a personality 
which I admire so highly—it should make me a better, a stronger man 
. . .  I am frightened to continue these lines . . .  It comes from the deepest 
source in me! . . . Let me come into your house more often . . . Send 
me away when you think you are busy or not disposed to talk, I shall 
understand."142 But if Caroline was only vaguely"'aware of Weizmann's 
feelings toward her, she found out on January 6, 1913, how strong they 
really were. That afternoon Weizmann poured his heart out to her with
out any inhibitions. Caroline understood that this intense and fiery chemist 
was actually falling in love with her. Perhaps consciously Caroline changed 
the conversation to another subject. She had no intention of hurting 
Weizmann and turning him out of the Schusters' social circle. Indeed, 
Caroline may have even felt flattered by Weizmann's attentions. If she 
was not attracted to him physically, he was nevertheless for her a noble 
representative of the Jewish people. Thus, she suggested that Weiz
mann initiate her twenty-year-old daughter, Norah—a Cambridge stu
dent—into the inner world of Judaism and Zionism. After all, Norah was 
partly Jewish and therefore an even more logical candidate than her 
mother for the Zionist cause. Weizmann's letter to Caroline that evening 
reveals the emotional turmoil which this highly charged conversation had 
unleashed in him.

My dearest friend, guide, teacher, mother, everything—it is scarcely possi
ble for me to describe how sad I feel—but it is not sadness which oppresses, 
on the contrary. Probably it occurs only once in one's life and I dare not go 
to bed for fear I shall not live through fully this beautiful moment in my life.
I should think you are capable of elevating a man to any height, however 
low he has been before he knew you. The few words you spoke this after
noon were so momentous that each syllable burnt me like fire and I was and 
still am trembling . . .  I think such must have been the sensation of the 
Jews when they stood round the Sinai and heard the voice through the fiery 
clouds. I am so happy, so heavenly happy, that really I should not live fur
ther for fear that happiness may go away . . . Friend, darling darling friend—
I feel so weak and so strong, so sad and so joyful, every little cell is awake 
in me, every little nerve vibrates . . .

What do you want me to do? I shall work and toil and nothing shall be 
too hard for me. But you will always encourage me, won't you? I shall strain 
all that is best [in] me to reclaim dear Norah, to get her to feel in unison 
with us. I know it is a hard task, but the prize is high enough for it . . . 
You are a saint and my head bums when I look to you, just as if I would 
look on a magnificent glacier in full sunshine. Keep this letter and give it to 
Benny when I am dead. He should know what you were for me. Vera knows 
it already.143

It is not clear whether Norah, who returned to Cambridge the follow
ing week, knew of the substance of the discussion concerning her which
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had transpired between Weizmann and her mother. Yet a month after 
her mother's moving encounter with Weizmann, she found herself in 
the same awkward situation. After a short bout with influenza, during 
which the Schusters nursed him at their home,144 they sent Weizmann 
to Westdiff, on the southern coast of England, for a few days' rest. On 
his return trip, he stayed for a weekend at the home of Ahad Ha'Am. 
Somehow he persuaded Norah to also spend the weekend at the Hamp
stead home. What transpired between them is not clear from the corre
spondence. Yet Weizmann must have made it dear to Norah that he was 
infatuated with her.145 Norah, who had innocently accepted the invita
tion to Hampstead, must have been quite shaken by this inddent. Un
like her mother, she did not have the same daily and intimate contact 
with Weizmann. Nor was she fascinated by the appearance or the ideas 
of this man who was twice her age. She must have made it quite clear 
that though she respected him as a valued friend of the family, she had 
no interest in any other ties with him. She realized that it would be un
wise—or perhaps unsafe—to stay with him under one roof for another 
night and returned to Cambridge on Saturday morning. One can only 
wonder what explanation Norah and/or Weizmann gave Ahad Ha'Am 
and his wife for this sudden departure. Feeling foolish at what had just 
transpired and alarmed at the possible consequences, Weizmann yrote 
Norah a letter that same afternoon:

Sunny Norah,
When your train left, I felt so isolated in this cold big London and a fear 

overcame me, that it is the last time I see you. I pray to God that my fear 
may prove wrong, may prove a mere hallucination, provoked by over
strung, harassed nerves . . .  I plead for your mercy, sunny Norah . . . The 
personal element which worried you so and created the present state of af
fairs is eliminated now and will never arise again . . . Having disposed of 
the personal, or so called personal, equation as a mere accidental fact, [there] 
remain the other higher and deeper factors. There is no doubt in my mind 
about the community of intellect . . . If I am not mistaken in you, there is 
good hope for the future and the tender plant which we were nursing may 
develop.

I was no doubt going too fast, I trusted too much to my mentality, and to 
the power of what is to me the sterling truth, the only truth worth living 
for. I forgot that you have been taught from a different book, that your truth 
is not my truth and I under-rated the force and significance of the odds against 
my teaching. What I named today by the term "Galilean" assumes different 
shapes and aspects: today it's Peggy [Norah's sister-in-law—an actress], to
morrow it's Cambridge, then it's England, British culture, freedom, great
ness, strength and weakness. Who am I to fight against all those giants. I'm 
only a bundle of nerves, emerging from the gutter of the Ghetto, probably 
unable to appreciate the brightness and the height of the "Galilean." What 
seems normal light to you, normal conditions, normal standards and can
ons, all those elements which make for your happiness . . .  all those ele
ments are foreign to me, nay, hurt me, tell me in [a] thousand tongues the 
story, that I have no claim on them, have no right to call them my own, 
send me forcibly back to the ghetto . . .
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It was this difference and your intrinsic value and the 50% of Jewish blood 
in you which attracted me with such violent force, set my whole complex 
mentality at work and drove my small engine at a fearful speed . . .

. . .  I made no secret of how I feel towards you . . .  I am not an adherent 
. of the semi English, semi spartanic virtue of hiding your feelings at any cost 

. . . this has estranged you from me today . . . well I am the so-called "ex
otic" to you . . . But I think your mother is the same, I go further and think 
that you carry the same spark, I saw it in your eyes, I felt it in your letters,
I felt it in you when you were in London [for] the wçek^end. You are hying 
to suppress i t . . . Let me remind you once more the feeling which you ought 
to have is not for my personality. I am a zero as such. But I represent to you 
a product of 2,000 years ih human suffering, of a downtrodden great race 
which is making a gallant and bold attempt to free itself from chains which 
have eaten deeply into its flesh.146
The following day (Sunday, February 9), Weizmann went to Cam

bridge to deliver a lecture, which had been arranged two months earlier, 
to the Cambridge University Zionist Association. When Norah came to 
London for the weekend, he had probably imagined that they would travel 
together back to Cambridge. Norah and a friend of hers were in the au
dience. Did he personally hand Norah the letter he had written her the 
previous afternoon? To Vera he simply wrote in passing that the Schus
ter girl had been in attendance; he did not say a word about the fact that 
they had both spent the night in Ahad Ha'Am's home. This was a con
venient omission, but Weizmann's letters to his wife indicate that Vera 
knew or sensed something of the depth of his feelings for Caroline and 
Norah Schuster. A week after his memorable conversation with Caroline 
and a day after Norah left for Cambridge, he apparently needed to re
assure Vera.

You should not think, child, that I shall become estranged from you. I really 
wouldn't be able to live without you. It always seems to you, Verochka, that 
I love you less than you do me. Perhaps I love you differently, but this love 
is indissoluble and unshakable. If, as you say, I become "infatuated," this 
doesn't affect that love for you which is the center of my whole conscious
ness and existence. And the infatuations have passed. I have suffered and 
got over last year's incident [sic] and forgotten it, and I hope that you no 
longer think about it either. Please don't blame me, Verusya!147

But doubts kept gnawing at Vera. She had known of Weizmann's sus
ceptibility to beautiful women ever since she first met him, and, as his 
letter to her indicates, there were previous occasions during their mar
riage when he became infatuated with other women. Vera's suspicion 
that something was afoot must have been deepened by her husband's 
constant admonitions not to return too soon to Manchester from the 
Riviera.148 The day Norah left Ahad Ha'Am's house to return to Cam
bridge, he wrote to Vera once again. "No, Veronka, my friendship with 
Schuster will not estrange me from you; on the contrary, I feel it binds 
me to you. I find it hard to explain at present, but feel it most sin
cerely."149
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On a picnic with Caroline (left) and Norah Schuster (right), 1911

After the incident in Hampstead, his visits to the Schusters became 
less frequent. Did Norah tell her mother what had transpired in Lon
don? Perhaps. If she did not, Caroline's own experience with Weizmann 
led her to suspect that something had happened. There is no evidence, 
however, to suggest that the Schusters had changed their attitude to
ward Weizmann. On the contrary, they continued to support his battle 
for the professorship and welcomed him whenever he chose to come to 
their home. Rather, it was Weizmann who had been wounded to the 
core: He had been humiliated once again by members of the British elite. 
In his own mind he could dismiss Perkin as an anti-Semite, but this could 
hardly be the case with Caroline and Norah. He needed time before he 
could face them anew as a friend and not as an intimate. Again Vera 
sensed that something was wrong. Weizmann could not very well tell 
her about his infatuation with the Schuster women and the rebuff he 
had suffered. But how to explain his changed attitude toward people who 
went out of their way to prepare borscht for him, who took him into 
their house when he was sick,150 about whom he had waxed poetic in 
almost every letter? His explanation must have struck Vera as strange 
and disingenuous. He now claimed that the Schusters

are certainly charming people, nevertheless in those fundamental questions 
which constitute the center of our whole existence they are strangers, indif
ferent, and, moreover, very remote.
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You see, child, when we used to meet assimilated Jews, we used to turn 
away from them with disdain; we didn't even regret that these people had 
left us, or were doing so. But here it wounds me every time to see all these 
fresh, balanced, cultured, nice people, for whom all our painful questions 
are nothing but sounds. They might become "interested," but it would go 
no further. This is a pity, a great pity. Sometimes, sitting in their homes, I 
see how deeply concerned they are by some petty topical problem, and I, 
having just read the Jewish papers, with the sighs and the moans of the 
Jewish ghetto still sounding in my ears, begin to feel^dpubly hurt, and say 
to myself: it would have been better for you not to have known or loved 
these people. They are not for you. This is not your feast. . . Having been 
bom in the ghetto, one belongs in the ghetto all one's life. Life will seem 
artificial to us outside its walls . . ,151

Somehow the Schusters' inability to feel really Jewish had never both
ered Weizmann before the incident with Norah in Hampstead. It cer
tainly did not impress Vera as a sound reason for severing relations with 
the Schusters. For her part, Vera had already wholeheartedly accepted 
English society. She felt comfortable among the patricians of Manchester 
and was about to increase her status and prestige among them with her 
newly won medical degree and position. She was willing to work hard 
to see to it that she and Chaim would achieve a position that was due 
them in English society. The last thing she could imagine was a breach 
with the Schusters, who, to a large extent, had made it possible for the 
Weizmanns to enter that society. She was unconvinced by Weizmann's 
sudden change of heart toward the Schusters and must have inquired 
once again as to what had happened, to which Weizmann replied:

I have already written to you, dear Verunya, why I now visit the Schusters 
less often. Not because I love and respect them less. Nor have they changed 
their attitude one iota towards me, towards us. But it hurts me so much, 
and there is something bad coming into my feelings, something like envy 
and bittemess. I don't envy them, I envy the goyim who calmly devour the 
best we have and scream that we are exploiting them.152

He was not disappointed with the Schusters, he assured Vera; he always 
knew that they were only half or quarter Jews. "But it is only here that 
I have seen with my own eyes how deep and cruel the Jewish Galuth is, 
even when it adopts an attractive and not just a pogromlike form."153

Vera did not have to worry for long that their relations with the 
Schusters had been impaired. Within a brief period of time Weizmann 
began to report again on visits to the Schusters. Presumably he resumed 
his discussions on Zionism with Caroline and on science and university 
affairs with Arthur Schuster. Nor were the ties with Norah severed. On 
the contrary, the two maintained a lively correspondence. As Weizmann 
promised her on February 8, "the personal element" had been elimi
nated. But he did not give up trying to convert her to Zionism,154 albeit 
with little success.155 To please him, though, Norah joined her mother 
in attending, as guests, the proceedings of the Eleventh Zionist Con
gress in Vienna that year.156 Afterward the Weizmanns, Harry Sacher,



and Norah went on a two-week mountain tour in the Austrian and Ital
ian Alps.157

What did worry Vera, however, was an invitation from SAC to Weiz- 
mann, early in March 1913, to join the executive.158 Three days earlier— 
while still in Manchester—he informed Norah with great excitement that 
he had been offered the position of Zionist representative in Constanti
nople, and that he was ready to "throw myself head over heels into it 
. . . never return from it,"159 but by the time he arrived in Berlin he 
found that the even greater honor of SAC membership was to be be
stowed upon him. The invitation came at a time when his self-esteem 
had been badly bruised by his public and private failures. He was par
ticularly vulnerable to any gestures of respect, especially from the lead
ership of the Zionist movement, whose ranks he had yearned to join for 
more than a decade. In contrast to Manchester, he found the atmo
sphere in Berlin warm and friendly, and he was tempted—at least for a 
few days—to consider seriously the offer by SAC. The nostalgia he al
ways felt for the Continent was aroused once again. "Here in Berlin there's 
a good and sound Zionist mood, and in general there really is a Jewish 
life—people, books, ideas, aspirations. Not as it is with us in En
gland."160

But Vera put her foot down firmly. Beneath the elegant and delicate 
exterior there lurked a woman of iron will who knew how to manage 
her husband. There were areas in their married life where she was will
ing to give him more freedom; for example, in his occasional infatua
tions with women. But on certain other matters, such as money and ca
reer, she held her ground. They might have to go to Palestine one day— 
and she had already told Chaim that she would—but only when they 
were ready to do so, and not out of desperation or on an impulse. If 
Weizmann suffered setbacks in his career, she was going to see to it that 
he would not use Palestine as a personal refuge. While they were still in 
the Diaspora, she set clear limitations as to what she would permit Chaim 
to do for the Jews. To volunteer his time for Zionist causes was one thing, 
but she would not allow him to become a paid official of the Zionist 
movement. Since that issue had come up for the first time, in the sum
mer of 1902, she had not wavered on this point.161 Moreover, having taken 
her medical degree for the second time and on the verge of a career as 
a public health officer,162 she was not willing to give it all up and sit for 
her exams for a third time in Germany.163 Deep down she knew that 
Weizmann would not relinquish his university position, even if it turned 
out to be a readership rather than the coveted professorship. This was 
confirmed by Weizmann himself on many occasions. While wishing he 
could go to Palestine and put an end to the Galut in all its forms,164 and 
assuring Vera that "it will soon be time for us to get out of this swamp 
and go to Palestine,"165 he basically adhered to what he had written to 
Arthur Hantke in February 1912. Even during his deepest depression over 
the lost professorship, he reaffirmed his basic goal in a letter addressed 
to Vera: "Your readiness to go to Palestine has made me very happy,
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but, child, we shall go there as free people and not driven by devils like 
Dixon and Perkin."166 Had the Weizmanns moved to Berlin in 1913 and 
remained there during World War I, it is quite possible that Zionist his
tory would have taken a different turn.

To repeat, Weizmann would have had at least a reasonable chance to 
attain the professorship had he not thoughtlessly rushed into a conflict 
with Perkin. He never fully recovered psychologically from this affair. 
The insult gnawed at him for the rest of his life.167 Whatever lessons he 
may have learned from the episode about human riature and academic 
politics, it was too late to implement them within the university context. 
His future actions indicate that he would implement one important les
son from the events of 1912-13: He would be more cautious before en
tering any business agreement.168 Conversely, he did not become more 
discreet in his attitudes to and relations with other women. What made 
the suppression of his bitter experiences more bearable was the fact that 
Weizmann soon achieved the financial security, public recognition, and 
prestige he had sought all along. Vera was at long last able to supple
ment the family budget with her salary, and by the end of the summer 
of 1913 Weizmann had concluded a discreet arrangement with his friend 
Julius Simon, by which the latter financed Weizmann's continued exper
iments on fermentation in return for half the profits resulting from any 
discovery.169 Weizmann was now free to work as he pleased in his new 
capacity as an independent researcher and eventually made sufficient 
profit from his discoveries to live in the style to which he and Vera as
pired. The post of reader freed him from almost all teaching duties, giv
ing him plenty of time for laboratory work.170 It also enabled him to de
vote a great deal of his time to an old-new project which would preoccupy 
him until World War I: the founding of a Hebrew university in Jerusa
lem.
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Prior to the conflict with Perkin—early in May 1912—Weizmann wrote 
to Judah Leon Magnes, outlining a new scheme. Weizmann had just read 
in the press that Mr. Nathan Straus, a German-bom philanthropist now 
residing in New York, had established in Hadera (Palestine) a health sta
tion under the direction of Dr. Wilhelm Bruenn. Since he had for some 
time urged the establishment of a chemistry department within the 
Technicum—under his own direction—Weizmann suggested the follow
ing: Why not combine the various projects into one big institute, "some
thing like a small Pasteur Institute!?] . . . Such an institute could fulfill 
two functions: a teaching institute and a research institute, and could 
develop into the nucleus of the great Jewish research centers of the fu
ture. The Hilfsverein would be greatly interested in the establishment of 
this institution, since it would supply them with the chemical depart
ment of the Technicum; other circles would lend support to the coloniz
ing, hygienic aspect." In short, such a project would consolidate all the 
small scientific enterprises in Palestine, eliminate overlap and waste, and 
ensure high-quality research and personnel.1

Magnes was not convinced that a central organization combining such 
institutions as the Agricultural Experimental Station at Atlit, which was 
headed by Aaron Aaronsohn, the Health Bureau, and the Technicum was 
feasible, but he had great faith in Weizmann's personal and scientific 
qualities. Replying to Isaac Straus, who also advocated centralization. 
Magnes wrote:

. . .  I called your attention to the fact that Mr. Aaronsohn and Dr. Lewin 
came in person to this country in order to secure the establishment of the 
institutions in which they were interested. I am mentioning this for the pur
pose of convincing you that in case any other institution of whatever nature 
is to be established in Palestine by means of American money, it will be nec
essary for a man of ability and energy to come here in person and to con
vince unwilling financiers that his mission in life is to establish the institu
tion in which he is interested. I am sure that [if] a man with the ability, 
scientific achievements and pleasing personality of Prof. Weitzmann [sic] were 
to cofne here on behalf of his institution, and were to make it his mission to
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secure the establishment of this institution, he would meet with success. . . . 
Securing money for the establishment of an institution is much easier than 
for the scientific work of any individual, however worthy he may be. I should 
like to do everything possible to enable Prof. Weitzmann [sic] to settle in 

■ Palestine; and the scientific results he would doubtless achieve would be an 
inspiration to a large number of men and women throughout the world. . . .2

Magnes did not specify the institution on whose behalf Weizmann 
would exert his energies, but he knew enough of«ihe Manchester chem
ist to be able to say that he would succeed in his endeavors. In fact, as 
early as the spring of 1912, while on his propaganda tour on the Conti
nent, Weizmann and his dose friends Julius Simon and Berthold Feiwel 
had discussed the idea of reviving the Jewish university project.3 But the 
idea remained dormant until early March 1913, when it was brought up 
again in Berlin at a closed meeting of SAC and a few GAC members. 
The time seemed particularly propitious for advancing the idea of a He
brew or Jewish university in Palestine.4 Italy's seizure of Tripolitania from 
the Turks in the fall of 1911, followed a year later by the First Balkan 
War, did much to weaken the Ottoman Empire, which lost almost a third 
of its European territory in the reshuffle which ensued. The protracted 
war aggravated Turkey's perennial liquidity problems. For a while it 
seemed that the Zionists would extract some concrete concessions from 
the Turks, such as softening their stiff opposition to Zionist immigration 
and land purchase in Palestine in return for financial help.5 Moreover, 
Baron Edmond de Rothschild was moving closer to Zionism and had ex
pressed interest in purchasing large tracts of land in Palestine.6 Could 
this unpredictable philanthropist possibly be interested in the Jewish 
university as well? Weizmann tended to believe that the baron could be 
persuaded to lend his support. Weizmann had had a high regard for the 
baron's achievements ever since his visit to Palestine in 1907.7 Weiz
mann had reiterated his hopes of winning Edmond de Rothschild over 
to the Zionist cause on a number of occasions. At GAC meetings in No
vember 1911 he stated:

I well know that the Baron [Edmond de Rothschild] is a man imbued with 
love for work in Palestine but is under the influence of courtiers. There is 
no doubt that if we were to approach him without fanfare, on the basis of 
solid work, we would gain his support—at least this is what I have heard 
from many people. I know, e.g., that Rothschild was for a while favorably 
inclined toward Zionism. True, these were sporadic exceptions, but it is up 
to us to steer him in this direction.8

Now the baron was indeed prepared to cooperate with the Zionist 
movement. Weizmann, too, was readier than ever to throw himself into 
the university project. The idea could not have resurfaced at a better time. 
The humiliation he had suffered over the loss of the chair at Manchester 
had left him disillusioned and depressed. Though he was promoted and 
received a good salary, he viewed both the university and Manchester 
itself as a gilded cage.9 He had not quite given up the idea of establish-
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ing himself in Palestine as the first professor of chemistry at.the Tech- 
nicum, but his chances seemed to be dwindling. Yet he needed to feel 
that—at least intellectually—he could transcend his immediate sur
roundings. Thus, the reemergence of the idea of a Jewish university in 
Palestine had the potential of rescuing him from the dead end he had 
reached in his career.10 Moreover, the project was now to receive the 
backing of SAC, which was composed of men who shared Weizmann's 
vision of a cultural renaissance in Palestine. Conditions for such a proj
ect were more favorable than in 1901-4. There now existed a Hebrew 
Gymnasium, and a new generation of Palestinian Jews was maturing and 
would eventually seek higher education. At its meetings in Berlin early 
in March 1913, GAC appointed a committee comprised of Weizmann, 
Berthold Feiwel, and Leo Motzkin—with the authority to co-opt others 
as well—and assigned it the task of gathering material and preparing a 
report on the feasibility of establishing a university in Jerusalem.11 Weiz
mann was to make the official report to the Eleventh Zionist Congress.12 
As usual, Weizmann endowed GAC decisions with more meaning than 
they initially contained: "We've worked out the Tagesordnung for the 
Congress . . . the clou of the Congress will be the question of the crea
tion of a Jewish University in Jerusalem and the whole Zionist machin
ery will be put to work for the speedy implementation of this pro je t."13

Weizmann did not waste a minute. On the same day on which GAC 
concluded its meetings he called on Leopold Landau, a gynecologist in 
Berlin, who had been favorably disposed toward the university project 
for over a decade. Landau was a relative of Paul Ehrlich, one of Ger
many's most eminent scientists, credited with contributions toward the 
cure of diphtheria and syphilis and a Nobel Prize laureate. Since the turn 
of the century Ehrlich had been director of the Speyer Institute for Ex
perimental Medicine in Frankfurt. Landau telephoned his illustrious rel
ative and persuaded him to receive Weizmann, who hoped to enlist him 
as an ally in the university campaign. Fortified as well with a recom
mendation from his erstwhile mentor Carl Graebe, Weizmann met Ehr
lich in the latter's laboratory on March 10, 1913.14 Ehrlich took Weiz
mann on a quick tour of the laboratories, explaining his theories with 
force and excitement. Finally, Weizmann rallied his courage and ex
plained the purpose of his visit. "But why Jerusalem?" exclaimed Ehr
lich, giving Weizmann the opportunity to air the reasons for establishing 
a Hebrew university in Jerusalem. They had spent more than an hour 
together when Ehrlich suddenly pulled out his watch and said, "Do you 
know that out there, in the corridor, there are counts, princes and min
isters who are waiting to see me and who will be happy if I give them 
ten minutes of my time?" Weizmann replied, "Yes, Professor Ehrlich, 
but the difference between me and your other visitors is that they come 
to receive an injection from you, but I came to give you one."15 The en
counter with Ehrlich had clearly been embellished when Weizmann wrote 
his memoirs,16 but what is certain is that when he left Ehrlich's office 
after a Conversation that lasted well over an hour, Weizmann had won
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over an important new ally.17 Characteristically, Weizmann later com
bined his professional and Zionist goals by working in Ehrlich's labora
tory.

Weizmann returned to Manchester full of energy. His friends on the 
’Continent and in England promised their full support,18 and he felt that 
his moment had come. "The movement has begun to smack of gun
powder," he wrote Vera, who was still in Cannes with Benjy. '1 too now 
feel as one does during a heated battle. Every nerve is taut, every cell is 
alive and feelings are more acute. . . .  I won't 'succumb to the Man
chester mood. I feel that I don't belong to Manchester at all. Everything 
here is 'temporary' and alien. . . . I'm beginning to feel a great respon
sibility over the report that I am to prepare for the Congress. . . .  To 
my way of thinking, this is the one slogan that can evoke a response just 
now—the Hebrew University. Die Zionsuniversitaet auf dem Berge Zion! The 
Third Temple!"19 He was virtually bursting with good feelings and op
timism about the future. One can practically hear and see the Weizmann 
of the Democratic Faction days reawakening, combative at the new chal
lenge presented to him by the movement. As usual during such mo
ments, he was carried away by emotions.

The work calls . . . and the time is near when it will devolve upon us to 
show how deeply the yearning for freedom is embedded in us, which you 
and I, Verusya, will not see, but Benichka will. I don't write this with any 
feeling of sadness, but with pride, yes, and with gladness, in that perhaps 
it will fall to us to have the good fortune to sacrifice ourselves on behalf of 
Jewish freedom. You and I, Verusya, much like Moses from the heights of 
Horeb, will see the free, Jewish Palestine in the distance though we shall 
still be living in the Diaspora.20

He threw himself into his work. Once again letters began to pour out 
of Manchester at a furious pace, requesting advice, information, and co
operation. Unlike the Geneva period, Weizmann did not have to rely on 
volunteers to do the office work. He had at his disposal a part-time paid 
assistant and a typewriter, both provided by SAC.21 Moreover, begin
ning in April 1913 SAC engaged the services of Leo Herrmann, a Prague 
journalist, one of whose special duties was to aid Weizmann in work 
connected with the Hebrew university. With Leo Motzkin and Berthold 
Feiwel—who had both been involved in the Jewish university project 
during the Geneva period—at his side once again, Weizmann felt that 
the old spirit of the Democratic Faction had been reborn.22 This feeling 
was strengthened when Martin Buber asked to be co-opted onto the uni
versity commission.23 Relations with old comrades like Julius Simon and 
Judah Magnes were strengthened through their common work. Even 
while embarking on the university project, Weizmann continued to hope 
for a position as head of the chemistry department at the Technicum, 
prompting Ahad Ha'Am to put his name forward at the next curatorium 
meeting.24 He was even willing to accept an appointment as the admin
istrator of the Technicum.25 Clearly, he saw no conflict between these
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two institutions and preferred an immediate appointment at the 
Technicum26 to a later position at an institution that existed only in his 
mind's eye. Yet, as he well realized, the Technicum was dependent on 
the largesse of people who mostly stood outside the Zionist movement 
and to whom he had to come hat in hand. Ever since Hermann Schapira 
first suggested the idea in 1882, the Jewish university had been an en
tirely Zionist affair. The idea was bom out of Zionist impulses and would 
be realized by Zionists. Circumstances coalesced to give Weizmann great 
authority and control over how it would be planned.

By the end of March 1913 he had formulated the first draft of a plan 
for the university which clearly demonstrates that his suggestion, in May 
1912, to establish a Pasteur-like institute had been only a fleeting idea. 
It arose naturally in 1912 because of his work with Fembach, but now 
that he actually had to produce a plan, he had a much greater scheme 
in mind. Writing to Menahem Ussishkin, his old and reliable barometer 
for Russian Zionist attitudes toward any project, he suggested that the 
university begin with a medical school, faculty of philosophy which would 
include Orientalia and Hebraica, and faculty of law and political sci
ence.27 He reiterated this plan more succinctly to Judah Magnes, whose 
cooperation he deemed crucial for the success of the project. Magnes was 
Weizmann's major link to the American Jewish elite and he had*to be 
consulted every step of the way. "From both practical and political points 
of view, it appears to me that one should start with a Medical school and 
with a school for Law. Both adapted to the requirements of Turkey and 
the East . . Z'28 Magnes objected to the priorities outlined in Weiz
mann's proposal and suggested instead "that a beginning ought to be 
made with what might appear to be the least practical thing of the whole 
subject, but which, in reality, might prove to be the most practical of all 
. . .  a Jewish school of archaeology, which should be developed . . . 
into a school of Geisteswissenschaften treated from the Jewish point of 
view . . Z'29 That he valued Magnes's opinion is evident from the sub
sequent reversal of priorities in Weizmann's conception of a Jewish uni
versity. On June 12, 1913, he wrote to SAC, "Of course we shall have to 
emphasize that the ultimate aim is a university, but that we are begin
ning with those institutes that are easier to realize, such as perhaps an 
archaeological institute, a law faculty, if possible a modest medical 
school . . Z'30

Weizmann's approach in preparing the proposal for the Eleventh Zi
onist Congress closely resembled his preparations in writing the pam
phlet Eine Juedische Hochschule in 1902: enlisting the support of Jewish 
scholars throughout the world and soliciting opinions from them on the 
nature and feasibility of a Jewish university;31 obtaining permission and 
approval from the Turkish authorities;32 collecting statistical information 
on the material and intellectual condition of Jewish students in both 
Eastern and Western Europe;33 conducting propaganda tours in advance 
of the congress34 and obtaining information on the financial operation 
and administrative regulations of other universities in the Middle East
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rather than Europe.35 Above all, as in the past, he tended to feel respon
sible for all the work and paid scant attention to the formal division of 
labor assigned within the university commission.36

Given his tendency to take charge and his outburst of sustained en
ergy in pursuing his goal, he was soon disappointed when he discov
ered—as in the past—that his co-workers could not, or would not, keep 
pace with him. Within two months of outlining his plan for a university 
to Ussishkin, he began complaining that his closest collaborators in the 
project, Leo Motzkin and Leo Herrmann, had done nothing to advance 
the idea.37 In a passage which sounds as if it had been written during 
one of his periods of frustration in Geneva, Weizmann complained:

Altogether, I have myself had to do everything I have so far undertaken, as 
colleagues and friends are so slow that one cannot make headway at all. I 
do realize that the execution of such a gigantic project is almost impossible 
when one finds such weak interest in the most intimate circle . . . This per
petual correspondence, which mainly consists of outgoing letters only, is re
pugnant to me, and personally I am going to decline any further work un
der such conditions. Until the Congress I shall certainly do my best 
conscientiously to discharge what I have undertaken, but after that I will not 
let myself in for this kind of work.38

In fact, what seemed to militate against progress in the university 
scheme was not only laziness and lack of interest but also opposition 
from within the movement. Max Nordau, who was still seen by SAC as 
an invaluable symbol of the movement's link with Herzl, a man whom 
SAC sought to persuade at all costs to come to the Eleventh Zionist Con
gress,39 where he would presumably lend legitimacy to the new "non
political" leadership, publicly opposed and even ridiculed the university 
project. He repeated the old canard, which had been one of the bones 
of contention when Wolffsohn came to England, that Weizmann and his 
colleagues had a decade earlier squandered university funds.40 But even 
those who in principle supported Weizmann's ideas within the move
ment seemed to be having second thoughts. Ahad Ha'Am thought the 
idea of a university dangerous since it might "arouse the suspicions of 
states whose eyes are turned to Jerusalem."41 Arthur Ruppin felt, at least 
initially, that a university in Palestine was not as important as agricul
tural settlements and that the movement could ill afford to expend money 
on such a project.42 This was also the view of the Palestinian Poalei Zion.43 
Nahum Sokolow and Judah Magnes counseled Weizmann against a prop
aganda tour on behalf of thé university.44 Even Weizmann's faithful friend 
Berthold Feiwel advised against pressing forward too fast with the scheme 
since the time was not yet ripe for it.45 Finally, SAC seemed to be some
what uncertain about the scheme,46 prompting Weizmann to exclaim in 
anger: "I don't want to look like someone with muddled and crack-pot 
schemes."47 The strongest opponent to the university plan within G AC 
was Jean Fischer,48 who warned against the creation of an intellectual 
proletariat in Palestine.49
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In fact, the assignment by SAC to Weizmann, Motzkin, and Feiwel 
was merely to produce a report, and it is understandable that Weiz
mann's friends became nervous at the prospect of his committing the 
movement to a scheme that had not yet been approved by the congress. 
But those who thought they could deter him from charging ahead did 
not properly assesses the man. Though he agreed that there was some 
merit in the argument that too much publicity for the Hebrew university 
at this early stage might scare both the Turks and Rothschild,50 Weiz
mann was driven by the thought that the movement might not take full 
advantage of the current political situation. His zeal to realize his cher
ished dream was fueled by his belief that the university would occupy a 
central role in the cultural and spiritual renaissance of Zionism and would 
form an important element in settling the land in Palestine, serving as a 
political statement underlining the Zionists' intentions to establish per
manent roots in the land.51 Likewise he was spurred by the hope that 
the university's establishment would result in a position for himself as 
head of the university's chemistry department. Thus, despite his fulmi
nations against SAC and his regret at the loss of "the spirit of 4, rue 
Lombard,"52 he was not about to abandon the project. G AC, which met 
in Berlin from June 15 to 16, 1913, decided that at the Eleventh Zionist 
Congress Weizmann would address the delegates on the question *of the 
university, the need for such an institution, and the feasibility of carry
ing out the project. It also stated in advance that it would be premature 
for the congress to arrive at concrete decisions on the question and that 
it should only recommend the desirability of further study of the proj
ect.53 Yet even this lukewarm and noncommittal resolution did not deter 
Weizmann, who was already planning his moves after the congress. The 
next step, he wrote to SAC, would be to form an effective committee in 
England. Unlike the current and ineffective commission, this new com
mittee—composed of himself, Ahad Ha'Am, Harry Sacher, and Leon Si
mon—would be a working committee. "The advantage is that they are 
all close at hand, and the whole thing will acquire an 'English' character. 
Of course there will also be a German committee, but the main work 
should be done by these people."54 At Ahad Ha'Am's request he changed 
the nature of the committee to "Anglo-American."55 Thus, even before 
the congress met, he received SAC's consent to concentrate the univer
sity activities in England.56

This brought up once again the subject of Moses Gaster. At GAC 
meetings in Berlin in March 1913, the state of Zionism in England came 
up. The untenable stalemate between the EZF, controlled by the old 
Herzlians Joseph Cowen and Leopold Kessler, and the Order of Ancient 
Maccabeans (OAM) continued to be an embarrassment to the movement 
as a whole.57 Both SAC and Weizmann were interested in enlisting the 
Haham within their camp. SAC wanted to see a strong English Zionist 
organization which would once again contribute meaningfully to the 
movement's support for the university project. In addition, both SAC 
and Weizmann felt that only the Haham could provide the strong lead-
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ership necessary to pull the English movement out of the mire of in
trigue in which it seemed hopelessly entangled. Thus, shortly after re
turning from the Continent in March 1913, Weizmann contacted Gaster— 
after a break of two years in their relationship—pledging his friendship 
once again. "You know," he wrote to Gaster,

what we all want [is] to see you at the head of the movement here, so that 
your great force is available also for the general international movement . . . 
Therefore if I approach you now in the name of, anâ oh instructions from, 
the SAC, it is done with the intention of cooperating with you most closely 
to prepare the Congress in a proper manner both here and on the Conti
nent, to restore the organization in England to its true importance and vi
tality. It will succeed, it must succeed if you and [Jacob] Moser and the whole 
circle of younger friends return . . .  I beg you, dear Doctor, to let mercy 
prevail over justice and write to me soon . .

The "dear Doctor," who had been biding his time since 1911, carefully 
nursing his anger and contempt for the leadership of the EZF, replied 
by return mail. It was not in Gaster's character to be gracious. Treating 
his erstwhile protégé as if he were a truant schoolboy, he wrote, "Though 
you are a sinner, you are in a penitent mood, and I shall be pleased to 
accept the penitent sinner on one condition: no relapse. If you have now 
seen [the] light and have been able to convince yourself of the hopeless
ness of conditions . . . you may perhaps be cured of some vagaries in 
which you indulged and find that 'chochmas' do not pay. I had warned 
you long ago and you would not listen . . . you wanted to be too clever 
by half. . . ."59 Beyond scoring points, though, the Haham repeated his 
long-standing demands for absolute loyalty and cooperation. More im
portant was his conditio sine qua non that the EZF be dissolved and re
placed by a new organization.60 Though he was convinced that Gaster 
must be drawn back into the leadership of English Zionism, Weizmann, 
who was influenced in this matter by Leon Simon,61 found this demand 
difficult to swallow.62 SAC was of two minds in the matter, alternately 
negotiating with Gaster while promising funds to the Joint Zionist Council 
(i.e., the EZF), which was bound to keep the organization alive.63 It even 
considered the idea of having Leon Simon and Harry Sacher take over 
the leadership of the EZF.64

SAC finally gave in to Gaster7s unbending demands to create a tabula 
rasa and to form a new organization,65 though formally it had no con
stitutional power to dissolve the EZF.66 In a letter to Weizmann, Hantke 
proposed that the Joint Zionist Council be dissolved and that the EZF be 
replaced by a new body, the English Zionist Association, and that OAM 
be given a newly defined status within it.67 With Weizmann and Sa- 
cher's approval,68 it was decided that Hantke, Victor Jacobson, and Otto 
Warburg would attend the annual conference of the EZF scheduled for 
June 1, 1913, in order to lend their support for this new arrangement.69

If Hantke and his colleagues thought they could intimidate the EZF 
leadership into submitting to their suggestion that they resign, they were
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in for a surprise. As early as April, Joseph Coweri took the battle into 
SAC's own camp, accusing the new leadership of an excessive pro-German 
orientation.70 At the London annual conference it turned out that the 
delegates were determined to run their own affairs without interference 
from Berlin. Despite Weizmann's call for a ''homogeneous executive" 
composed of Gaster (as president), Jacob Moser, and Herbert Bentwich, 
and the declaration by these gentlemen that they were willing to take 
over, the EZF refused to dissolve itself, as demanded by Gaster.71 Re
sentful of the heavy-handed manner in which SAC handled the whole 
affair, the delegates defiantly returned Joseph Cowen—the "political"— 
as president of the EZF, with an executive composed mostly of Cowen's 
own men.72 Thus, the attempt by SAC and Weizmann to bring about a 
reorganization of the movement in England failed miserably. Perhaps 
spurred by the near collapse of the organization, the EZF seemed to slowly 
revive under Cowen's leadership. Though he continued to support OAM 
as a "practical organization," Weizmann was, as always, a pragmatist; he 
now realized that the movement could only be changed from within. At 
the annual conference in Leeds in February 1914, he consented once again 
to be elected vice president of the EZF.73 His election marked the begin
ning of the end in England concerning controversy between the "politi
cals" and the "practicals," which had been raging since Uganda. The^strife 
between these two camps ended with the outbreak of World War I.

Weizmann's interest in the affairs of the EZF and OAM declined rap
idly as soon as the June annual conference ended its deliberations. Though 
he was interested in bringing to the congress as strong an OAM dele
gation as possible, and even exerted some effort in that direction,74 he 
concentrated almost entirely on the presentation of his university project 
before the congress, aware of some of the negative reactions his address 
might provoke. He also continued to explore other possibilities for the 
founding of a chemistry department in Palestine. In 1912 a Society of 
Jewish Physicians and Scientists for the Improvement of Sanitary Con
ditions in Palestine was founded in Berlin.75 Its moving spirit, Ephraim 
Pinczower, asked Weizmann to form an English branch of the society. 
Despite Sacher7s objection to cooperation with a German society which 
might be controlled by the German government,76 Weizmann immedi
ately foresaw the possibility of attaching a "chemical section" to the so
ciety which could eventually become the nucleus of the medical faculty 
of the Hebrew university in Jerusalem.77 He was likewise positively in
clined toward the suggestion of Aaron Sandler, a member of the society 
and a leading German Zionist, to attach an institute of chemistry or mi
crobiology to the International Health Bureau in Jerusalem, which would 
later be incorporated into the university. Sandler's reasoning was that 
the university project could provoke German academic circles to com
pete with that institution.78 Weizmann took the warning seriously but 
was not deterred by the possible competition. Nor did he, at this point, 
fully accept Baron Edmond de Rothschild's oft-repeated demand for a 
behind-the-scenes operation. He was firm on the need to discuss the
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project at the congress. "I cannot think how one might initiate the uni
versity propaganda unless the idea is publicly proclaimed at the con
gress and, moreover, with all emphasis and all earnestness . . . On ma
ture reflection I cannot see why and how we should now start to 

'retreat/'79
The Eleventh Zionist Congress opened in Vienna on September 2, 1913, 

and was attended by 540 delegates. It included twenty Palestinian rep
resentatives who repeatedly insisted that Hebrew be the language of the 
congress. Zionist activity in Palestine was one o f  the dominant themes, 
and its importance was fully underscored by SAC's own pronounce
ments. The "politicals" found themselves on the defensive. Signifi
cantly, Otto Warburg did not mention the practical accomplishments of 
the "politicals" during Wolffsohn's tenure in office, attributing them to 
the new leadership which had been in office since 1911. He emphasized 
the loyalty of the Jews to Turkey and their support for its efforts at re
generation. Likewise, he expressed the wish of the Zionists for a coop
erative relationship with the Arab population in Palestine. The cultural 
and economic improvements in Palestine would benefit both Jews and 
Arabs and would become the basis for such cooperation.80 In place of 
Nordau, who stayed away from the congress after all,81 it fell to Sokolow 
to present the traditional survey of the condition of the Jewish people, 
while Shmarya Levin—hinting at the controversy just then brewing in 
Palestine—concentrated on the accomplishments of the Yishuv in Pal
estine and demanded that all educational activities in the country be placed 
in the hands of the Zionist movement.82

The next five days of the congress were dominated by the struggle be
tween the "practicals" and the "politicals" for control over the Jewish 
Colonial Trust. The new SAC had been planning to take over the finan
cial institutions of the Zionist movement, correctly assuming that with
out such control they would continue to depend on Wolffsohn and his 
associates, who preached constant vigilance in incurring any expendi
tures. At the Eleventh Zionist Congress arguments for and against the 
new SAC's policy for increased expenditures for practical work were made 
once again; its supporters including Menahem Ussishkin and Yehiel 
Tschlenow, and its detractors including Nissan Katzenelson, Jean Fischer, 
and, of course, Wolffsohn himself. One of the last to join the debate was 
Weizmann, who emphasized the importance of synthetic Zionism, a term 
which he claimed to have coined. He also reiterated his long-standing 
belief that Zionist policies could not be solely directed on the basis of 
financial considerations. Even if a certain set of activities were to result 
in financial loss, it would have a positive moral and political impact. He 
advocated an aggressive investment, on the part of the Zionist move
ment, in the economic and cultural life of the Yishuv.

There are moments in the life of peoples and also in the life of the Jewish
people when a school, too, is a political act . . .

The fundamental principle of our diplomacy is the following: The chief
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great power with whom we are negotiating is the Jewish people. From this 
great power we expect everything, from the other great powers very little. 
. . .  In a Hebrew speech made by Ussishkin, he raised some points that 
. . .  in my opinion form the underpinning of our basic political work in the 
future. We must keep open the door to the East, and above all win back 
Ottoman Jewry and the Jewry of the East. In Palestine we must promote the 
Kibbuz Hoorez [acquiring contiguous tracts of land]. These are the two basic 
principles of our politics . . . We must also take care to enlighten the Arab 
population. The Arabs, who have a kinship with us, will show understand
ing for our endeavors and will become our friends. . . .

Weizmann dosed with a demand that all segments of the movement unite 
behind SAC and give it a chance to carry out its polides successfully.83 
SAC did receive a vote of confidence, but unoffidally it also dedded to 
give up its demands for control over the finandal institutions of the 
movement. Though a sick man, Wolffsohn proved to be stronger than 
had been antidpated. SAC had little choice but to temporarily give up 
the fight if it wanted to preserve the unity of the movement. Wolffsohn 
and his friends remained in control of the Jewish Colonial Trust.

One of the more impressive speeches at the congress was delivered 
by Arthur Ruppin, who gave a dispassionate account of the conditions, 
achievements, goals, and problems of Zionist work in Palestine. Ruppin 
demonstrated in his speech not only a thorough knowledge of Palestine 
and of economic issues facing the movement but also a darity of think
ing and a mind open to other solutions. Though he admitted that Zi
onist achievements had not been overwhelming thus far, he was confi
dent that a solid base had been prepared for the future. He evinced his 
understanding for the spirit of the young in Palestine and underlined 
the importance of pioneer settlements, but he also stated his support for 
the old colonies and for urban and industrial development, emphasizing 
that private initiative and investments were crudal to the success of the 
Zionist enterprise. Like Warburg and Weizmann—who reiterated the point 
during his presentation of the university project—Ruppin also insisted 
on the need for peaceful cooperation with the Arabs in Palestine and for 
the greatest tact and sensitivity in the acquisition of land. No time should 
be lost in arriving at a peaceful understanding with the Arabs and 
achieving a modus vivendi in which Jews and Arabs could develop their 
cultures side by side.84 Like Weizmann, he also reiterated that a national 
enterprise could not be measured only in economic terms but also in na
tional terms, even if no immediate material gains were apparent. "We 
have reconciled ourselves to the fact that we must reach our goal not 
through the charter but through practical work."85

It would have been unwise for Warburg, Weizmann, or Ruppin to have 
said more than they did in a public forum, knowing that all the proceed
ings would be published. Yet there are clear indications that by 1913 
Weizmann was aware that the Arabs' opposition to the Zionists was more 
than a mere economic matter. In a letter to Vera he wrote that



386 Chaim Weizmann

Passport photo, early 1915

there is alarming news from Syria about the Arab national movement. With 
the weakening of central authority in Constantinople, the periphery of Asia 
Minor is beginning to organize, though in a very primitive manner. They 
consider Palestine their own and have embarked on an intensive propa
ganda campaign in their semi-national, semi-Christian, and "semi-antise- 
mitic"—an expression that can hardly apply to the Arabs—press against the 
selling of land to "Zionists," the enemies of Turkey and the usurpers of Pal
estine. We shall soon face a serious enemy, and it won't be enough to pay 
just money for the land. In this connection, it's most important to launch a 
strong propaganda drive for the transfer of Yemenite Jews to Palestine as 
quickly as possible. It's more important than ever to transfer sound and re
liable Jewish elements to Palestine.86

It was during the penultimate evening of the congress (September 8) 
that the university scheme finally had a hearing. The subject was intro
duced by Menahem Ussishkin, who discussed the problems of educa
tion and culture and demanded the predominance of Hebrew in the ed
ucational system in Palestine. At the end of his speech, which was again 
delivered in Hebrew, he brought forth a resolution for the establishment 
of a Hebrew university in Jerusalem in which all subjects would be taught 
in Hebrew from the outset.87 Weizmann then launched into a detailed 
explanation of the proposal. Since Motzkin had, despite his promises, 
failed to produce a draft, the speech was Weizmann's own creation, 
though it had been subjected to Berthold Feiwel and Judah Magnes's 
scrutiny (and approval) beforehand.88 Weizmann's basic thesis for the 
creation of a university had remained unchanged since his Geneva years.
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His train of thought and even his phrasing of arguments were at times 
identical with those that can be found in Eine Juedische Hochschule and in 
his long letter to Herzl dated May 6, 1903. But there are also differences 
that are immediately apparent. In his speech before the congress, as in 
1902, he brought up the fact that anti-Semitism prevented students and 
scholars, especially those from Russia, from entering the universities, but 
he did not dwell on the subject as he had previously done. Possibly he 
did not wish to place the Russian delegates to the congress in a difficult 
position by attacking their government publicly. More important is the 
fact that the pamphlet of 1902 had viewed Palestine as one of several 
possible sites for the erection of a university, along with England and 
Switzerland. In Weizmann's speech before the congress no land other 
than Palestine was even mentioned.

Weizmann emphasized in his speech the positive impact the univer
sity would have on all Jewry. His approach to the subject was marked 
by moderation and an attempt to avoid antagonizing any faction at the 
congress. He divided his speech into two parts: the necessity of found
ing a university and the feasibility of founding such an institution.

It is superfluous to discuss at length before a Zionist congress the national 
necessity and importance of a Jewish university. We all feel the immense 
value of an intellectual center, where Jews could learn, teach, and do’re- 
search in a sympathetic atmosphere free from hindrances, in the fellowship 
of Jews, free from the oppression of an alien culture, and inspired by the 
resolve to create* new Jewish values and bring our great traditions into har
mony with the modem world. Out of such a synthesis genuine Jewish ed
ucation would arise, from which the Jewish nation as a whole would profit 
most. The influence of such a center on the Diaspora would be profound; 
the self-esteem of the Jewish intellectuals would be greatly enhanced. When 
one considers what influence the Jewish Gymnasium in Jaffa is already ex
ercising on the golus, and what so weak and so young an organization as 
the Merkas Hamorim [the Union of Jewish teachers in Palestine] is already 
accomplishing, one must agree that the national importance of a university 
would be unlimited. Most of all the university would be the guardian of those 
values which are most precious to the future of the nation; it would cultivate 
the living Jewish national tongue, it would be a meeting place for all Jewish 
creative activity in literature, art, and science: In a word, it would be "the 
cultural center." What wealth of Jewish spiritual power could win freedom 
and live out its life in the Jewish university! Eminent Jewish scholars—who 
are now denied advancement because they are Jews, cannot find a sphere 
of action, and often are exposed to serious material and moral humiliation 
because they will not abandon their people—would have a place in which 
they could dedicate themselves wholly to science and their people. Such a 
concentration of Jewish scientific endeavor would be an immeasurable ad
vantage for the scholars themselves and for science in general.

Today, so many of our young men are lost to the cause of national eman
cipation because of the pernicious influence of an alien environment. Trained 
in a Jewish university, they would be its best and stoutest champions, men 
who would make the Jewish national spirit live in the noblest fashion and 
commtmicate it to the whole people. The new, upright, creative Jew would

A Hebrew University in Jerusalem
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become ours. The Jewish people would draw from this national enterprise 
much force and a new inspiration. It would see the most splendid proof that 
its creative power lives, and it would gain courage and confidence for the 
highest national achievements.

A university would have the highest significance for our position in Pal
estine. It would be a most useful instrument in our peaceful development 
of the land. It would attract new forces to the land. It would contribute to 
the opening up and development of the country. It would raise our prestige 
in the eyes of the native population. Of much importance is the fact that the 
university would train the teachers for our schools in Palestine and the 
Diaspora. Today most of our teachers are educated in non-Jewish seminar
ies, and to a large extent their training lacks a national basis. Very different 
would be the lot of Jewish education if the teachers came from a Jewish uni
versity and were in constant touch with a Jewish university . . .

I have till now discussed the necessity of a university wholly from the na
tional Palestinian point of view, but unhappily the project for a Jewish uni
versity draws support from one of the needs of Diaspora-Jewry, which has 
become the most burning question of the day. Everybody knows how bitter 
is the denial of rights to which most of our people are subjected. Of the 
restrictions on Russian Jews perhaps the most severely felt is the exclusion 
from secondary schools and universities imposed by the state. To describe 
these in detail would carry us too far. I need only say that these circum
stances will compel non-Zionists to hasten to help. Ten years ago the move
ment for the exclusion of Russo-Jewish students from the Éuropean univer
sities began. Every year the oppression has become keener, so that today 
the Jewish student nearly everywhere stands before closed doors. The po
sition of the Jewish student from Eastern Europe has become critical . . .

However great the need may be, we must not conceal the fact that it may 
not be materially diminished by a small university in Jerusalem. The uni
versity can only be a palliative. But it is a palliative of a very special kind. A 
considerable percentage, not to be belittled, of our youth would have an alma 
mater. Morally, the mere existence of a Jewish university would bring hope 
and comfort and strength to our youth. To the university project can be ap
plied successfully and logically the argument of our entire movement. We 
make no claim that Zionism can supply a speedy cure for Jewish poverty. 
Zionism is the bread of tomorrow, and therefore it is an urgent duty to pre
pare it today. The university is a stone in this structure of the future, which 
we mean to set up for the new Jewry in Palestine. That it may become such, 
we must begin earnestly now.

What are the prospects before the alumni of the university? Turkey and 
the whole Orient are an immense field of activity. The capacity of these lands 
will grow as they are developed, and if the education is adapted to the needs 
of the Orient a market is ready. The alumni of our university will be our 
best pioneers materially and morally. We shall furnish Turkey with the trained 
men she needs. A university in which the Turkish and Arab populations are 
accepted would help establish good relations with our neighbors. That in
dicates the high political significance of the university . . .

A university's reputation, its capacity for work, and the value of its de
grees will depend upon the scientific worth of its teachers. If we succeed in 
calling to the service of our university men of reputation, its status must rise 
at once and its graduates [will] have the same chances, even in Europe, as
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the Jewish graduates of a European university. There follows a conclusion 
weighty even from the practical standpoint: We must strive to attract young 
and promising talent and spend our money on the teaching personnel rather 
than on buildings and equipment. The teachers must be good researchers 
and free research must have full scope. This leads to the practical execution 
of our plan.

In Jerusalem there already exist some of the conditions necessary for the 
establishment of a medical faculty after a while. The activity of the Society 
of Jewish Physicians has laid the foundations of a bacteriological and path
ological institute. Consolidate these institutions and it is not hard to con
ceive of them as the kernel of what will in the future become a good medical 
school . . . For the faculty of humanities the undertaking is much sim
pler . . .

It would be premature now to make definite proposals. The congress must 
settle the question of principle, and it will be the duty of its executive branch 
to work out the details.

One of the most important questions of principle, which must be dis
cussed at once, is what the language of instruction shall be. There can be 
no doubt now that the science of Judaism and most humanities can be taught 
in Hebrew. If any doubts are raised, they are directed to the mathematical 
and physical sciences. True, the natural sciences are taught at the Jaffa Gym- 
nasium in Hebrew, but it is still debatable whether at this point in time He
brew possesses an adequate terminology for higher instruction and whether 
the scientific quality of the instruction would not suffer seriously if Hebrew 
were at once introduced. I do not think this an insurmountable difficulty 
. . . The flexibility of Hebrew makes it very amenable for the expression of 
scientific ideas, and if the teachers are given sufficient time to prepare, they 
can gradually adjust to their difficult task. Possibly in the first years there 
might be more than one language of instruction, but the aim should be a 
complete Hebraization . . . From what has been said an important practical 
requirement follows: the extension and development of our national library 
in Jerusalem. However modest our university at the beginning, for her ex
istence and her proper development, and particularly for the creation of He
brew textbooks, a good library will be indispensable. Our national library 
would be a foundation stone of the university . . .

The proposals I have to lay before congress are simple in their nature. We 
are all aware of the enormity of the undertaking, and we desire to avoid 
launching projects into the world without a material foundation or means of 
realization. We believe, however, that the time has come for earnest prep
aration . . .m

Following a lengthy debate, which continued until the last day of the 
congress (September 9), a resolution was carried, with three dissenters, 
charging tire Actions Committee "to form a commission to undertake the 
preparatory work necessary for the foundation of a Hebrew university 
in Jerusalem."90 The first contribution for the project of one hundred 
thousand marks was given, anonymously, by David Wolffsohn.91 Hav
ing resumed his role as chairman of the steering committee, Weizmann 
now brought before the congress the slate of the new SAC, which, be
sides Warburg, Hantke, Jacobson, Levin, and Sokolow, also included
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Yehiel Tschlenow, who had expressed his willingness to move to Ber
lin.92 Weizmann himself was reelected to GAC.93 Given the general tenor 
and theme of the congress, it was appropriate that Chaim Nachman Bi
alik gave the last speech in Hebrew, congratulating the congress on its 
decision regarding the university. It was an end of an era in the history 
of the Zionist congresses and the movement. Wolffsohn, who bid the 
delegates farewell and ''Auf Wiedersehen" at the Twelfth Zionist Con
gress, died a year later, in September 1914.

For Weizmann the Eleventh Zionist Congress represented another 
milestone in his advancement within the movement. Never before was 
he so much a part of thé "establishment" and so little involved in con
troversy as at this congress. More important, the first stage in the imple
mentation of his university scheme had been completed successfully, thus 
overcoming its most difficult test. True, the resolution itself was vague 
and rather innocuous, specifying no dates and not even defining the na
ture of the institution to be founded. Yet this is exactly why it sailed so 
smoothly through the congress despite dire predictions to the contrary. 
It gave Weizmann the utmost flexibility in maneuvering the project past 
various pitfalls, affording him an opportunity to interpret the mandate 
from the congress in light of new circumstances as they arose. Now that 
he had an agreement in principle, he would, as always, interpret it in 
his own way, adjusting and changing it to fit new situations. He had 
successfully learned from past experience that in order to win agreement 
on any matter which could possibly be divisive it was best not to press 
the principles in which he believed too forcefully at the very outset. Later 
a consensus would be reached when the movement was faced with a fait 
accompli. It was therefore with an easy heart that he could spend four 
weeks on the Continent, the first three on a walking tour through the 
Tyrol and Swiss Alps with Vera, Norah Schuster, and Harry Sacher, and 
the last at the Bern Institute for Dairy Farming and Bacteriology, headed 
by Professor Robert Bum.

He returned to Manchester early in October 1913. While he was in 
Bum's laboratory, Vera had moved the household from 57 Birchfields 
Road to 30 Brunswick Road. Thus, ironically, at the very moment in his 
career when he had lost the professorship and a lucrative consulting job 
with Strange's company, he was finally able to afford a fine house in a 
neighborhood in which Manchester's academic and social elite chose to 
live. It was not quite Victoria Park, where the Schusters resided, but 
Professor Samuel Alexander lived at number 24 Brunswick Road and the 
former occupant of the new Weizmann residence was none other than 
F. E. Weiss, the vice chancellor of the University of Manchester.94 Charles 
Dreyfus and C. P. Scott, the editor of The Manchester Guardian, lived within 
walking distance, and quite a few members of the elite South Manches
ter Synagogue95 resided in Weizmann's new neighborhood. The house 
itself was comfortable. It contained a large drawing room, with three 
bedrooms on the second floor and two on the third floor. It had a semi-
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detached garage and—most important—a very large square garden. At 
last Vera could have her own garden parties.96

Weizmann had little time to enjoy the house. Upon his return from 
the Continent early in October 1913, he had to take account of a major 
crisis which had just begun to face the Zionist organization and which 
potentially threatened the success of the university project. This crisis, 
known as the "language debate" (Sprachenkampf), has been the subject 
of extensive scholarly treatment and need only be briefly summarized in 
the present context.97 The Sprachenkampf was rooted in the divergence of 
opinion between, on the one hand, the Yishuv and the Zionists—rep
resented by Ahad Ha'Am, Shmarya Levin, and Yehiel Tschlenow—and, 
on the other, the Hilfsverein—represented by Paul Nathan and James 
Simon—concerning the language of instruction in the Technicum and the 
secondary school which was to be attached to it. On June 8, 1913, Levin 
had suggested to the curatorium that Hebrew be the language of general 
instruction in the secondary school and that at least one subject at the 
Technicum also be taught in Hebrew.98 At its meeting of October 26, 1913, 
the curatorium rejected this demand,99 apparently under pressure from 
the German Foreign Office.100 Instead, a motion by Paul Nathan—sug
gesting that no official language be prescribed in either institution, but 
that Hebrew would be emphasized except in the natural sciences* and 
technical subjects, where the language of instruction was to be Ger
man—was carried.101 After consultation with SAC,102 Ahad Ha'Am, Levin, 
and Tschlenow resigned on the grounds that the resolution passed could 
not be reconciled with their national ideals.103

Following the decision of the curatorium on October 26, 1913, the 
Hilfsverein teachers and students in Palestine—with the support and 
encouragement of SAC—launched a campaign—which was accompa
nied by resignations, protest meetings, and strikes—for control of the 
educational system in the country, with Hebrew as the sole language of 
instruction. The Merkaz ha-Morim (Palestinian Teachers Association) 
decided to establish its own schools,104 with SAC allocating funds for a 
secondary school in Haifa, a boys' school in Jaffa, and a teacher-training 
program in Jerusalem.105 After months of acrimonious debate in Pales
tine and on the Continent between the Zionists and those who sup
ported the Hilfsverein, the American members of the curatorium (Adler, 
Kraus, Mark, Marshall, Schechter, Schiff, Strauss, and Sulzberger) de
manded a compromise, which both sides accepted, providing that the 
language of instruction in the Technicum would be left to the decision 
of the curatorium, with the understanding that Hebrew, as far as prac
ticable, would be predominant, with its adoption within seven years for 
all courses except those lacking appropriate instructors and textbooks.106 
At its meeting of February 22, 1914, the curatorium decided to abandon 
its plan to establish a secondary school affiliated with the Technicum and 
accepted, with minor alterations, the suggestion made by the American 
members, further resolving to replace with other Zionists the three who
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had resigned, two of whom would join the curatorium's executive com
mittee.107

The Zionists viewed this outcome as a victory,108 but the Hilfsverein 
was far from happy with the decision and used various opportunities to 
recoup its loss of control of the Technicum.109 Moreover, the Sprachen
kampf contributed to the intense struggle waged at that very time in Ger
many between Zionists and anti-Zionists. After more than a decade of 
cooperation with the Zionistische Vereinigung hier Deutschland, many 
of the leading members of the Hilfsverein now openly joined the anti- 
Zionist camp. Quite a few of its leading members signed their names to 
the full-page anti-Zionist advertisement which appeared on February 5, 
1914, in Germany's leading newspapers.110 Yet the Sprachenkampf was 
functional for both the German Zionists and the movement as a whole. 
It provided, among other things, an opportunity for the World Zionist 
Organization to finally gain control of the educational institutions in Pal
estine and to infuse its own ranks with new ideals and goals. Lastly, it 
gave the movement an opportunity to refute the oft-heard charge that it 
was Germano-centric not only organizationally but ideologically as well.

Though he was clearly in sympathy with the Yishuv and SAC's strug
gle in the language debate, Weizmann was far from happy with the way 
it unfolded.111 Weizmann was not at all eager to alienate the German Jews, 
whose financial support he sought. Moreover, in line with his pragmatic 
approach to the university, he was less dogmatic than Ussishkin as to 
the language of instruction. Thus, even before the struggle between the 
Hilfsverein and the Zionists had erupted into a major crisis,112 Weiz
mann remained equivocal about the language to be used at the univer
sity in Jerusalem, pointing to the difficulties in using Hebrew for the 
mathematical and physical sciences.113 Weizmann must therefore have 
understood the Hilfsverein position on the issue of the language of in
struction at the Technicum since, motivations apart, his own views were 
not radically divergent from its own.114 Obviously he could not express 
such sentiments openly to SAC.115 His strategy in dealing with the lan
guage debate was threefold: to ignore it personally as much as possible, 
to dissociate the university project completely from the Sprachenkampf, 
and to use the crisis itself to the advantage of the Hebrew university in 
Jerusalem.

Weizmann had been Ahad Ha'Am's deputy on the curatorium since 
June 1910, but he had no intention of replacing his mentor after the lat
ter's resignation.116 This was not merely a question of loyalty to Ahad 
Ha'Am; his own involvement would have meant that the university project 
would, ipso facto, also be embroiled in the dispute. From the outset, 
Weizmann viewed the Sprachenkampf in terms of how it would affect the 
university project. "We must now triple our energies and establish the 
Hebrew University," he wrote to Ahad Ha'Am within a week after the 
curatorium's momentous decision.117 The Sprachenkampf was for Weiz
mann an issue that did not directly concern him; while describing
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to Shmaiya Levin his own involvement in the university affairs, Weiz- 
mann wrote, "I know that you are very much absorbed by yoür school- 
dispute. . . .7/118 That is, he viewed the Sprachenkampf as Levin's affair; 
he had his own concerns. To be sure, in the early weeks of "the unfor
tunate affair with the Technicum,77 which he believed would set many 
Jews against the Zionist movement, he could still see a silver lining in 
the controversy. 77I think it will make people understand that in Pales
tine only . . . Jewish things can be created. . . ,77 The affair, he wrote 
to Magnes, served to put the Zionists on guard against undue German 
influence in Palestine and against the notion that a language other than 
Hebrew could ultimately be the language of instruction in Jewish insti
tutions.119 In public Weizmann continued to maintain a posture of strong 
support for SAC's activities on behalf of the Merkaz ha-Morim. At the 
EZF conference in Leeds in February 1914, he condemned the attitude 
of thq Hilfsverein and was largely responsible for passage of a resolution 
to collect money for the Zionist schools.120 As time went on, however, 
and as the dispute assumed ever larger proportions, affecting Jews in 
Europe and America as well, Weizmann became increasingly worried. 
After all, Jacob Schiff and Nathan Straus were German-bom and far re
moved from Zionist ideology, and if they were to exert their influence 
among the American and European philanthropists and urge thçjn to 
withdraw support from Zionist enterprises, what would happen to the 
university project? Moreover, SAC's decision to support Jewish schools 
in Palestine could only result in the dissipation of funds allocated to the 
Hebrew university. "The Technicum affair appears to have become a very 
bad business and I am afraid we have got ourselves involved in a fight 
from which we are going to emerge with heavy losses. . . .  I wonder 
where we shall get the necessary money for the schools [in Palestine]. 
The fit of protests will pass quicldy and leave us standing with a heavy 
burden on our shoulders that will incapacitate us for further action. I 
well understand that the SAC was forced into the fight by the Palestin
ians, but it will have to stop in good time."121

Weizmann was particularly concerned lest Paul Ehrlich, a German pa
triot, be influenced by the debates raging in Germany around the topic 
of Zionism. Weizmann warned SAC that "a strong anti-Zionist wind is 
now blowing in Germany. I am afraid that Ehrlich will catch cold from 
it."122 But by February 1914, when Weizmann wrote these lines, Ehrlich 
seemed to have been able to withstand pressure—if such was applied— 
to abandon the university scheme. Moreover, Weizmann's success in 
disengaging the university project from the publicity and notoriety which 
accompanied the Sprachenkampf and other debates in Germany made it 
possible for men like Paul Ehrlich, Leopold Landau, Nathan Straus, and 
others with German affinities to continue their ties to the project without 
compromising their own positions. For both tactical and psychological 
reasons Weizmann brought up the subject of the Sprachenkampf only when 
absolutely necessary. The project itself had, in any case, progressed to a
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stage where even Ehrlich could not do it mortal damage. In the few 
months since the Eleventh Zionist Congress, Weizmann had worked re
lentlessly and systematically to move the project a major step forward.

Soon after the congress Weizmann received expressions of support from 
many quarters. The first to write was Judah Leon Magnes, who warmly 
praised his moderate and carefully crafted speech at the congress.123 Is
rael Abrahams and Charles Fox co-chaired a meeting of Jewish students 
at Cambridge which passed a resolution in support of the university 
project.124 Sir Philip Magnus, at that time an M.j?.r, a leader of Anglo- 
Jewry, and an anti-Zionist, expressed support for the founding of a He
brew university.125 In Baltimore, Maryland, a Committee for the Secur
ing of Funds for the Jewish University was established in October 1913.126 
Even Ussishkin made it known through intermediaries that he wished 
to be included in the preparatory work for the university.127 Some eighty 
student societies from all over Europe, representing twenty-five hundred 
members, sent Weizmann a joint declaration of support for the univer
sity in March 1914.128 Weizmann's propaganda speeches in Paris and 
elsewhere were well received.129 Moreover, during this very period he 
gained the firm friendship and loyal support of four young men: Leon
ard Stein, a lawyer just out of Oxford; Selig Brodetsky, a mathematician 
who was just beginning his career as a lecturer at Bristol University; and 
Israel Sieff and Simon Marks, who were already making an impact on 
the world of business.130 Together with Ahad Ha'Am, Julius Simon, Harry 
Sacher, and Leon Simon they formed a loyal advisory group with which 
Weizmann discussed his ideas and strategies.

His most important challenge, of course, was gaining Baron Edmond 
de Rothschild's support and financial backing for the Hebrew university. 
Weizmann was fully aware that achieving this goal required different 
tactics. The baron was a very private and authoritarian person. This meant 
that those protecting his privacy had to first be persuaded of the impor
tance of the project and the seriousness of its progenitor, and be willing 
to listen more and talk less. Weizmann understood these requirements 
intuitively and acted accordingly. He turned to Joseph Spanien, one of 
the pioneers of French Zionism, who was also closely associated with 
the baron. Together with Jacques Bramson, who had ties with the baron, 
Spanien worked to gain Weizmann access to Rothschild. On October 30, 
1913, he notified Weizmann that the baron was ready to help finance the 
project at a later stage131 and that a meeting could be arranged with Gas
ton Wormser, the baron's adviser, and probably with the baron him
self.132 Weizmann planned for these meetings carefully, urging SAC to 
establish a structural framework for the project.133 SAC approved Weiz
mann's basic organizational plan, though it expressed some reservations 
about beginning the university with a medical school.134 At the meeting 
of GAC which followed, that body constituted itself as the University 
Preparatory Committee. It also established four subcommittees and a 
working committee composed of SAC members plus Weizmann and 
Menahem Ussishkin.135 Weizmann invited Heinrich Loewe, a German
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Zionist and a professional librarian, to head the university's library de
partment.136 Disregarding SAC's reservations, Weizmann continued to 
advocate the idea of a medical school up until his first meeting with the 
baron.137 He described to Ussishkin how, as the next step in pursuing 
the university project, "we select for these sections [subcommittees] people 
in agreement with the basic principles, i.e., the Hebrew language and 
Jerusalem, from the scientific, political world, etc., of non-Zionists. The 
sections draw up a plan and carry out preliminary propaganda, to begin 
with only von Mann zu Mann, touring dty after city and working on in
terested individuals. This done, they proceed to found the 'Association 
for the Hebrew University.' This Association has Vereine throughout the 
world; it has a Central Committee that builds the University and is its 
proprietor. . . ." 138

On January 3, 1914, dressed in coattails and a top hat, Weizmann met 
Baron Edmond de Rothschild for three quarters of an hour. The meeting 
was a success: The baron promised to contribute funds.139 At the same 
time, he also destroyed Weizmann's carefully worked out plan. Roth
schild made it dear that he was only interested in a research institute 
similar to the Pasteur Institute140 or a Rockefeller Institute, "where about 
30 or 40 good men would work at sdentific research," publish it from 
Jerusalem and gradually attract pupils, and so in time form a Univer
sity.141 On the very day on which he met the baron, Nathan Stilus ca
bled Weizmann that he would be willing to donate a plot of land for the 
university.142 When the working committee of the university met three 
days later in Berlin, it dedded to purchase a tract of land on the Mount 
of Olives in Jerusalem and to begin negotiations with the Turkish gov
ernment for the purpose of obtaining a concession for the site from 
them.143 Weizmann was empowered to continue negotiating with the 
baron and Straus.144

Even under normal circumstances it might not have been an easy task 
to bring Straus and the baron to an agreement on so complicated an is
sue. Given the Sprachenkampf, it was all the more difficult. The baron, a 
firm French patriot, was pleased about the difficulties the Hilfsverein was 
having in Palestine. His hostility toward the Hilfsverein and its control 
over the Technicum "was based partly on his passionate advocacy of 
Hebrew, rather than German, as a 'national tongue,' but partly also on 
his dislike of the Kaiser Juden and their efforts to find a place in the sun 
for their community."145 If anything, the conflict may have made him 
more receptive toward the university project. His anti-German senti
ments came through in the discussion with Weizmann. "If Ehrlich works 
in Frankfurt, it is of no value to us; he will be eaten up by the Ger
mans." More importantly, he advised Weizmann to see Nathan Straus 
and to "dégager M. Straus des mains des allemands." Straus, however, 
had strong pro-German sentiments and affinities and could not easily be 
disengaged from them. Moreover, he had no desire to dissolve the iden
tity of his own health institute in the baron's research institute.146 Never
theless, Weizmann enlisted Magnes's help in persuading Straus to co-
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operate with the baron rather than with the German Society for 
Combatting Malaria in Jerusalem, with whom Paul Ehrlich was also as
sociated.147 Though noncommittal for the moment on the health station, 
Straus merely reiterated his readiness to donate his land in Jerusalem for 
the university.148 Next, the baron wished to have Paul Ehrlich's impri
matur on the research institute, which Weizmann obtained. Later, he also 
requested detailed estimates on the costs involved in building such an 
institution, and Weizmann quickly made inquiries at the Speyer Institute 
and elsewhere. Above all, the baron insisted on tliscretion and in keep
ing his name out of the news. As Weizmann explained it, the baron was 
a Jewish "nationalist with a distrust of the national movement, and of 
the people . . .  He wanted everything to be done quietly, by order, 
without a national movement. He disliked the paraphernalia of the or
ganization."149 The baron was also worried about the political interpre
tation that the Turks would assign to a university project, especially if 
Rothschild's name was linked to it. In the final analysis such a public, 
splashy project could harm the university and the Zionists. When re
ports did leak out to the press,150 Weizmann published denials in Die 
Welt and Hatzfirah, claiming that "the alleged negotiations between the 
baron. Professor Ehrlich and myself are fabricated . . . Furthermore, I 
know nothing about a donation by the baron to the university."151

What to do, though, about the baron's most important demand that 
the idea of à university be abandoned, for the time being, in favor of a 
research institute? How to explain the fact that Weizmann, who began 
work on the project with a vision of a full-fledged university—"Die 
Zionsuniversitaet auf dem Berge Zion/," as he put it—later scaling it down 
to a medical school, was now willing to accept a research facility akin to 
the Pasteur or Rockefeller institutes? Weizmann was able to change his 
view because of his pragmatic approach. The most important thing for 
the moment was to draw the baron into collaborating with the Zionists. 
He knew well that the baron would not abandon a project which had 
the Rothschild name associated with it. Thus, unlike Herzl, Weizmann 
was willing to listen to the baron and was not personally wounded when 
the latter dismissed his projects as unworkable. Of course, the baron, 
too, had a much more positive view of the Zionists since he had first 
met Herzl more than a decade and a half ago. The change of attitude 
and the fact that the baron was being asked to finance a particular insti
tute—not help launch a movement—made Weizmann's task somewhat 
easier. Perhaps the clue to Weizmann's approach to the baron may be 
found in his own words. Even before he went to see the baron, Weiz
mann conceded that, with the exception of the Hebrew language and 
Jerusalem, "we are quite ready to compromise on everything else."152

As he began to accept the baron's idea, Weizmann quoted in its de
fense Sokolow's words that "if the Baron would think that one has to 
start with an astronomical observatory we would have to take his view."153 
These were tactical considerations, but as he was seeking justification for 
his own radical reorientation, his tactics were transformed into an ideo-
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logical point of view. Three weeks after his meeting with the baron, 
Weizmann wrote, "I consider the Rothschild proposal simply magnifi
cent. Just think of it: we succeed, let us assume, in establishing a kind 
of Pasteur Institute or Rockefeller Institute in miniature, 20-25 capable 
men work there in various fields, biology, chemistry, physics, bacteri
ology, serology, etc. They publish their own Journal, gradually accu
mulate a library, make a name for themselves . . . this is the most nat
ural and in our circumstances the most practicable way."154 By April 1914 
he called the idea of building a teaching institute right away "a danger
ous, deadly point of view." The only way to build a university, he now 
insisted, was through a research institute which, in time, would evolve 
into a university.155 Though there is no direct evidence for this assertion, 
it is quite possible that Weizmann's enthusiasm for the baron's idea was 
also fueled by his own overriding interest in research rather than in 
teaching. Be this as it may, it is dear that the baron's wishes would have 
been dedsive no matter what he proposed.

Judah Magnes, who only in December 1913 had insisted once again 
that the university in Jerusalem must begin with a school of arts and sd- 
ence,156 was now won over by Weizmann to adopt the baron's notion of 
a research institute.157 Ahad Ha'Am supported the idea wholeheart
edly.158 At the end of February 1914 GAC also approved the founding of 
a research institute in Jerusalem159 and SAC authorized Weizmann to 
negotiate for its establishment as the first stage of the future univer
sity.160 In the final analysis they all came to the condusion that Sokolow 
and Weizmann were correct in their assessments. The baron's veiy par- 
tidpation in the project was an asset the Zionists could not afford to dis
regard. From past experience they knew that once Rothschild was in
volved in a project, he tended to support it until it was firmly established. 
In prindple, a research institute with an orientation toward the natural 
sdences was not all that far removed from Weizmann's own plan for a 
medical school, though the baron eliminated from his plan any teaching 
faculty. What was important for the moment, Weizmann reasoned, was 
to collaborate with the baron, to engage him in the project; in time he 
could no doubt be persuaded that the research institute would form the 
nudeus for a future university.161 As it turned out, it was a greater ob
stacle than Weizmann or GAC had antidpated.

Since the baron was on an extended tour of Palestine from January 
through March 1914, Weizmann had plenty of time to prepare for their 
next meeting. Armed with a thick folder—it induded letters from Paul 
Ehrlich and other distinguished sdentists, messages from Nathan Straus 
concerning the transfer of land to the university, as well as a detailed 
project which had previously been inspected and signed by Leopold 
Landau and Ehrlich162—Weizmann met the baron in Paris on March 27, 
1914. The proposal itself was for a research institute, which was to in
dude departments of chemistry, physics, and experimental medicine, with 
construction costs of 2.2 million francs and an annual budget of 600,000 
francs. 'Following the meeting, Wormser intimated that the baron would



398 Chaim Weizmann

contribute 500,000 francs for the construction of the institute and about 
150,000 to 200,000 annually, but the baron refused to hear about the idea 
of a university.163 Though he was concerned about the baron's refusal to 
accept the research institute as the embryo for the future university, 
Weizmann was also heartened by the baron's impressions of his recent 
trip, which he summed up thusly: "Without me the Zionists could not 
have accomplished anything, without the Zionists my project would have 
died."164 Nor was he discouraged that the baron was contributing less 
than the Zionists had expected. "He will give latef. He always starts with 
a little, and then becomes involved. He is a very wise old man, but a 
terribly meshugener fish. He talks enough for 20 and never lets anyone get 
a word in, which makes it very difficult to convince him, and one is 
obliged to listen to a lot of nonsense before putting a word in. All the 
same he's a darling and it's a pity that he is so old."165

In the period before their next meeting,166 Weizmann continued to 
present Wormser and the baron with budgets of institutes similar to the 
one envisioned in Palestine, as well as an even more comprehensive 
memorandum on the entire project. Despite the baron's warning that he 
would not contribute a single sou for a university, he held his ground 
that the research institute be seen as the university's nucleus. The show
down came at their meeting on April 9, 1914, when the baron brought 
up the idea of a microbiological institute. He abandoned this notion when 
Weizmann pointed out that this was useless in Palestine, which did not 
have subsidiary sciences like physics and chemistry.167 It was a difficult 
session. The baron brought up one argument after another against as
sociating his research institute with a university: The Great Powers and 
Turkey would be alerted; the university scheme could harm Palestinian 
colonization; and so forth. Finally Weizmann told the baron that he had 
no right to deprive the Jewish youth, who were hoping for a university 
within this institution; if he did so, thousands would seek baptism out 
of despair. Thus, despite the danger of being misunderstood in Turkey, 
they must preserve the idea of the university. This apparently hit the 
mark, and the baron gave in. Since the latter now agreed in principle, it 
was decided not to work out the exact formula right away. When Weiz
mann told Rothschild that he hoped the university would be completed 
in ten years, the latter replied, "But that's much too long."168 Moreover, 
the baron reiterated a wish he had harbored for some time, namely, that 
James, his thirty-six-year-old son, be involved in the university project. 
The "Old Man," as Weizmann referred to him, saw this project as a means 
of interesting James in his own Jewish tradition and in Palestine. That 
same afternoon Wormser arranged for Weizmann to meet James. Weiz
mann scored his second success of the day. "It's much easier to talk to 
this gentleman. He is 40 [sic] years of age, very sensible and simple. We 
discussed all the details and arrived at complete agreement."169 James 
Rothschild—or Jimmy, as the Zionists called him—would become Weiz- 
mann's close collaborator for many years to come. Weizmann and SAC
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could now proceed to form a university committee which would include 
James de Rothschild, Gaston Wormser, and Paul Ehrlich as the baron's 
representatives.

For the past few months Weizmann had been working very hard on 
the university project. Since January 1914 he had been on the Continent 
once or twice every month to see the baron, Ehrlich, Landau, and to at
tend meetings of GAC. He even found time for public appearances.170 
His accomplishments in the brief period since the Eleventh Zionist Con
gress were impressive, and as he celebrated the Passover holiday with 
his family in Manchester he had good reason to feel proud and content. 
He could have also expected some praise from Zionist circles for having 
almost single-handedly persuaded Baron Edmond de Rothschild to col
laborate with the World Zionist Organization. The prospects for the fu
ture were even rosier. Instead of receiving praise, he suddenly found 
himself defending his greatest Zionist achievement.171 Vladimir Jabotin- 
sky, who had also been co-opted into the university working committee, 
wrote a letter to that committee on April 10, 1914, in which he objected 
to the concept of a research institute under conditions imposed by 
Rothschild, whose participation was not essential, whose contribution was 
inadequate, and whose name could not be used because of his reserva
tions concerning a university. Furthermore, Jabotinsky considered that 
research institutes were not acceptable unless they were regarded as the 
nucleus of a university adapted to teaching purposes and the Hebrew 
language. The SAC letter which accompanied Jabotinsky7s own letter also 
expressed fears of undue Rothschild influence over the project and quoted 
Tschlenow's opinion that the agreement with the baron was unaccept
able and that negotiations should be reopened.172

Weizmann was stupefied at the unexpected turn of events. Was this 
the thanks for months of patient and skillful negotiations? In a long let
ter to SAC he reminded his colleagues that he had been careful to obtain 
their authorization for his negotiations at every step of the way. If they 
had qualms about how matters were proceeding, there had been plenty 
of time in the past few months to call a halt to them—"the gentlemen 
are coming one train too late." He then directly attacked Jabotinsky and 
his colleagues in the sharpest terms.

They want a teaching institute straight away because an urgency exists in 
Russia. I stress with the greatest emphasis that this is a dangerous, deadly 
point of view . . . We fought against the utopia of the Charter and edu
cated the party—to some degree at least—to view Zionism as a historic evo
lution. Now, in the realization of the greatest national project, those same 
fighters again want to tread the ground of beliefs in miracles, of Zionism 
living by the grace of anti-Semitism.

We shall certainly experience miracles. For a time we may perhaps be able 
to persuade some "bourgeois/' as Jabotinsky calls them, that we are going to 
have a university of our own; the glorious prospect of Jewish diplomas with 
the Star of David can be held before their eyes and they will pay for that;
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one million, two million, three million roubles will be obtained . . . Then 
the professors we have //bred,/ and "prepared" will go schnorring, as they 
do for the [Herzliah] Gymnasium, for Bezalel . . .

If the gentlemen believe that they can conjure books, a language of in
struction, professors, money, science, out of the ground, let them find bliss 
in their belief. Epater le bourgeois [sic] is easy; at the same time, however, it 
involves repelling the others, the perceptive ones, who are well aware of the 
value of bluff and a one-day housefly . . .

The principle of the research institute becomes clearer the longer one re
flects on it. Precisely in the circumstances prevailing "with us, with the lack 
of all the necessary prerequisites, the smooth preparation of professors, books, 
terminology is only possible within a research institute. For us, from the na
tional point of view, from the point of view of the conquest of the land, that 
part of the university to be realized in the research institute, which is, as it 
were, the higher, purely scientific part, is the most important and not the 
teaching, i.e., applied part. As the highest intellectual center, as the assem
bly point of Jewish creativity, the research institute is more than a univer
sity, higher than a university . . .

Consider only one possibility which is not utopian: one of our workers 
gains the Nobel Prize. Or take another, simpler case: the work of our insti
tute will be recognized, quoted, our journal displayed in all universi
ties. . . .173

That same day he also poured his heart out to Shmarya Levin, a leading 
member of the working committee: 'If the views of Jabotinsky-Tschlenow 
are shared by the other members of the Arbeits-Ausschuss, as is to be 
foreseen,174 I consider the University cause killed from the beginning . . . 
Jabotinsky's letter wounded me deeply by its lack of seriousness about 
one of the most important questions . . .  All this is so painful to me that 
I can't carry on."175

But at this point in his life his moods of depression over setbacks in 
the movement were becoming shorter, if not less painful. Though his 
disagreements with Vladimir Jabotinsky continued, he was soon back at 
work. In any case, the university scheme had generated its own mo
mentum. Early in April 1914 Arthur Ruppin informed Weizmann that he 
had already begun to buy land on Mount Scopus in the names of David 
Yellin, Judah L. Magnes, and Weizmann.176 The project was further dis
cussed at the working committee meetings on June 6 and 10, 1914,177 and 
by GAC, which sat as a preparatory committee on June 7.178 Jabotinsky 
argued at the meeting against cooperation with the baron, while Weiz
mann, supported by Yehiel Tschlenow, Victor Jacobson, and Hans Gid
eon Heymann, presented the opposite viewpoint. It was decided to charge 
the preparatory committee with devising a scheme for a medical faculty, 
as well as other faculties. It was also agreed to try to persuade the baron 
to change the designation of the project from Research Institute (For
schungs-Institut) to Institute of Science (Wissenschaftliches Institut). Weiz
mann thus received, after the fact, the approval of the GAC for negoti
ations he had conducted all along with their authorization. Magnes, too, 
wrote in early June with some good news: Nathan Straus had agreed to
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merge his health bureau in Jerusalem with the research institute. More
over, a number of people at the Rockefeller Institute had expressed in
terest in the project.179

All was set for a meeting with the baron's representatives. At the 
working committee meeting in Berlin on July 18 and 19, 1914, Weizmann 
was charged with drafting a memorandum. The following points were 
to serve as a framework for discussions with the baron's representatives: 
The preparatory committee was to inaugurate the university with the es
tablishment of scientific institutes in which the official language would 
be Hebrew, though publications were also to appear in a European lan
guage; the House of Rothschild was to contribute to construction and 
maintenance costs; the institutes were to be the property of the univer
sity once it received legal status; all matters connected with the institutes 
were to be supervised by a committee composed of representatives of 
the World Zionist Organization and representatives of Baron Edmond 
de Rothschild.180 The meeting of representatives of both sides was to take 
place on August 12, 1914.181 Nothing remained but the signing of pa
pers. The rumblings of war were already audible when Chaim, Vera, and 
Benjy Weizmann left England on July 30, passing through Paris the fol
lowing day on their way to Switzerland. England's declaration of war, 
which became effective August 4, came while they were vacationing in 
Champex (Valais).182 They were only able to return to England on Au
gust 28, 1914.

World War I dashed Weizmann's carefully constructed plans for a uni- 
versity/research institute. Yet the foundation for the project had been 
firmly established, and at the first opportune moment, with the war not 
yet concluded, ground was broken on Mount Scopus in a moving cere
mony celebrating the establishment of the Hebrew University. Perhaps 
more important was the fact that by 1914 Weizmann had matured as a 
scientist and a Zionist, struggling to find a balance between his two in
terests and, eventually, to harness chemistry in the service of Zion. To 
find the synthesis between the two was not always easy, as he explained 
to Julius Simon: ". . . it is inconceivable that I should give up things 
here [in Manchester]. First, because I have many interesting problems in 
the workshop through which I could well make a name for myself. Sec
ondly, because for the sake of Zionism, too, and especially of my role in 
the movement, I could not give up what I have achieved here. But serv
ing two gods is unbelievably difficult . . .  I do not want to use high- 
sounding expressions, but I assure you, dear Julius, I am the veritable 
tightrope dancer and am making desperate efforts to keep both going 
and do them both well . . ."183

Weizmann could not possibly foresee in June 1914 how close he was 
to realizing some of his most cherished aspirations. World War I set the 
scene for his full emergence as a Zionist leader; the road to leadership 
was facilitated—as Weizmann had predicted for many years—by his dis
coveries in chemistry.



XVII
Conclusion

Louis Lipsky's well-known remarks about Weizmann as he appeared to 
the former in 1913 provide a useful starting point for an assessment of 
Weizmann on the eve of World War I:

When I first met Dr. Weizmann at the Vienna Congress in 1913, he seemed, 
on the surface, to be an easygoing young man, playing a modest part in its 
proceedings. He made the impression of indifference and fatigue. He was 
seen sauntering through the streets of old Vienna, chatting with compan
ions, visiting the cafes, drinking tea. He was still the promising young man 
who had crossed swords with Theodor Herzl in the first Congresses. Only 
his mournful eyes belied the superficial effect of the Bohemian. He had set
tled in England, but was alien to the conventional life of British Jewry and 
was already estranged from the disputes of the continental Zionist world . . .

He was chairman of a committee called upon to settle internal problems.
I sat in that committee and observed him for days. His rulings were a study 
in temperament. He was impatient with equivocations by delegates trained 
as lawyers and Talmudists. But he was meticulous and sharp in procedure. 
He had a penchant for Yiddish jests and made generous contributions to 
off-the-record observations. He was a partisan of the Russian group, but did 
not seem to be very much involved . . .  In the meetings of the Russians the 
older men dominated. Dr. Weizmann stood in the rear of the hall where the 
caucuses were held, his eyes half closed, listening, rarely speaking. He was 
a shrewd debater, good at repartee; but there was no drive to him in Vi
enna. He seemed to be listening and waiting . . .*

Lipsky's memoir clearly indicates that as late as 1913 Weizmann had 
not yet become a dominant figure in the Zionist movement. Although 
he had been elected a member of the Grosses Aktions-Comité (1905), was 
a vice president of the English Zionist Federation, was chairman of the 
important Standing Committee during three successive congresses (1909, 
1911, and 1913), and was consulted by the Zionist executive as their Ver
trauensmann in England, he had not yet entered the inner circle of lead
ership. He had not been involved in a sustained fashion in the changes 
that took place within the World Zionist Organization after Herzl's death. 
He did not have a popular following, nor did he head even a minor or-
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ganization or faction within the World Zionist movement, which could 
be seen as his power base. Although those active in Zionist affairs knew 
and respected him as a man of sterling Zionist credentials, many other 
Eastern and Western Zionists had earned equal standing by virtue of their 
personal qualities and service. It is not surprising, therefore, that when 
World War I broke out Weizmann was not viewed immediately as a po
tential leader who could chart a successful course for Zionism through 
the turbulent times that lay ahead.

Weizmann's ascension to a preeminent position within the World Zi
onist Organization was apparently not the natural culmination of his own 
activities and services within the movement. Even within the shaky En
glish Zionist Federation movement, others were seen as more appro
priate representatives of the World Zionist Organization in its negotia
tions with Great Britain.2 Some even viewed Weizmann's initiatives as a 
breach of Zionist discipline, as the actions of a usurper.3 World War I 
upset many well-founded and established principles concerning rank, 
priority, and order in the Zionist movement. Circumstances coalesced to 
give Weizmann a position of leadership within a relatively brief period, 
and it is indisputable that he acquitted himself well in his new role.

Weizmann's development as a Zionist before 1914 can be seen roughly 
in terms of five phases which overlap somewhat. Each phase Occurred 
in a different geographic location whose particular milieu and social cir
cle left its mark on the forty-year-old Weizmann.

The dominant theme of the first eleven years in Motol was an inten
sive and exclusively Jewish upbringing. It was here that the young boy 
first heard of the beginnings of the Hibbat Zion and became aware of 
the need for the liberation of the Jewish nation.

In Pinsk, between 1885 and 1892, Weizmann's emotions and feelings 
became firmly anchored in the ideology of the Hibbat Zion. It was there 
that he acquired the regular habit of organizational activity.

As a student in the Charlottenburg Polytechnic in Berlin, between 1893 
and 1897, Weizmann's ideological commitments and cultural identity were 
clearly defined under the impact of his Russian-Jewish peer group.

During the second part of his sojourn in Switzerland (1897-1904), as 
a Privat-Dozent in Geneva, Weizmann became a youth leader in his own 
right and began to develop both the skills of and the taste for a leader
ship role. Though for the most part he was still under instructions from 
his elders in the movement, he began to articulate and shape the views 
of his youth cohort.

It was only in Manchester, where he spent the ten years between 1904 
and 1914, that Weizmann—detached from both the continental Zionists 
and Anglo-Jewry's Zionist leadership—began to sever his emotional and 
ideological dependence on the regional leaders in Russia. Guided only 
by Ahad Ha'Am—another lonely émigré—Weizmann began to develop 
his own, more independent Zionist Weltanschauung. From his Man
chester base Weizmann formulated his own position and entered the 
world of adult Zionist politics as a responsible and mature leader.4
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The historiography of the past two decades favors giving Weizmann 
major credit for the attainment of the Balfour Declaration. Circumstances 
during the war permitted external forces to alter the hierarchical struc
ture within the movement and thrust Weizmann into center stage of ne
gotiations with Great Britain. These circumstances coalesced with his 
personal drive for power and leadership. What were the qualities of per
sonality, experience, and ideology which prepared Weizmann for the task?

The most notable ingredient in Weizmann's makeup was his unqual
ified dedication to Zionism. Apart from Zionism and chemistry, Weiz
mann had few interests. Like Herzl, he believed that ideas could move 
people to action. Though he was more of a realist than Herzl, he also 
believed that just and important causes were bound to succeed, even in 
the face of great obstacles. Weizmann's single-minded determination in
sulated him from other processes which might interfere with his plans. 
This single-mindedness in the face of all obstacles also required courage 
and daring. It was no mean thing for a very junior academic to try to 
establish a university without any financial support from the World Zi
onist Organization. Only a man sure of the importance of his project could 
pursue it with such relentlessness and energy.

Weizmann has been described by Robert Weltsch, his friend and life
long admirer, as "a demon, typically Russian, full of contradictions, 
something out of a novel by Dostoyevsky. His split personality con
tained a satanic impulse, like that of Ivan Karamazov."5 Demon or not, 
when Weizmann was fired by an idea or cause he was absolutely re
lentless. He reveled in meaningful Zionist activity and did the work of 
an entire office staff—and his enthusiasm was contagious. The sheer 
physical capacity of a man who was often ailing and half the time suf
fered from "a case of nerves," as he put it, is astounding. Almost every 
year he undertook strenuous propaganda tours in Russia and the West. 
In those days it was de rigueur to hold debates that lasted three days, 
primarily because speeches that lasted less than an hour or two seemed 
superficial. Weizmann was often a major protagonist in such encounters 
with the Bund, Social Democrats, and the assimilationists. While cam
paigning for a cause, however few its supporters, he managed to convey 
the impression of speaking for a large and growing following. Often he 
spoke of an enterprise he had just begun—for example, the university 
vacation courses—as a fait accompli, aggrandizing his scheme and him
self simultaneously. He understood the importance of publicity and public 
relations, and though the projects may have had little chance of success, 
he appreciated the importance of appearances and gave himself airs of 
leadership.

By temperament nervous, impulsive, and impatient,6 he had the abil
ity to wed his own goals to political and strategic possibilities and, if 
necessary, patiently take a backseat while others furthered his aims. He 
had the stamina to pursue a task or a project with tenacity over a long 
period of time—often exasperating his friends with a barrage of pleas 
and requests long after the project seemed to have deserved a decent
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burial. His colleagues often complied just to end'the verbal and written 
onslaught. It is true that almost every one of his Zionist enterprises col
lapsed sooner or later, yet though he did not recognize it at the time, 
Weizmann himself had not totally failed. Projects such as the Demo
cratic Faction and the student survey had gained him experience in or
ganization and leadership. He had a chance to prove his skills as a po
litical strategist and as an office manager. He made scores of contacts in 
both East and West. Moreover, he managed to involve young intellec
tuals in Zionist work, not only on the Continent but in England as well. 
His rise to leadership was not smooth and continuous. It proceeded in 
spurts. In its last phase he discovered that the foundations he had built 
in Geneva and Manchester among the younger generation bore fruit. His 
erstwhile collaborators, who had been on the margins of the movement 
or in opposition to its leadership at the turn of the century, had in the 
meantime risen to positions of power in the movement and supported 
Weizmann's policies.

Weizmann had the ability to immediately grasp original ideas and trends 
in the movement. He co-opted and soon was identified with them, often 
as if he had been their originator. He was sensitive to the slightest vi
brations within the movement—and later also to general political trends— 
flexible in his political approach and quick to respond to new situations. 
He could analyze with force and clarity new social and political pro
cesses, set goals for meeting them, as well as outline the means for doing 
so. He did not build theoretical constructs, but always called for a de
fined and circumscribed action, providing priorities and organizational 
tools. In addition, Weizmann was able to recognize opportunities—for 
the movement as well as for himself. Once he did, he seized them with 
perfect timing. He was, as it were, finely attuned to the pulse of the Zi
onist movement.

It is interesting to observe how adaptable Weizmann was to his envi
ronment. A man who grew up in hostile Christian surroundings, with 
almost no personal contact with gentiles—except in his own work—was 
able, after 1904, to get along with British statesmen without undue com
plications. He was immediately well received by the British academic 
community, a process which, in turn, may have colored his perceptions 
of Christian-Jewish relations in England. While representing no one but 
himself, and hardly fluent in English, he gained access to some leading 
British politicians. Though he did not develop close ties with any of his 
Christian acquaintances until shortly before 1914, he soon grew accus
tomed to their company, language, mannerisms, and outlook on life. His 
professional standing placed him in the same class of gentile Britons which 
included England's ruling elite. He felt quite comfortable in the com
pany of non-Jews, especially British gentiles.7 His social and profes
sional experience with this class undoubtedly prepared him for his ne
gotiations after 1914. For many Weizmann was both the product and 
symbol of the encounter between East European Jewry and the W est- 
in this case England. To this synthesis he contributed intellectual depth
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and brilliance, wit, and charm, while acquiring British civility and self
composure. It was in this congenial atmosphere that his Zionist and sci
entific ideas found their fullest expression.

In addition to the outward signs of acculturation, Weizmann pos
sessed for both British gentiles and British Jews something that no na
tive British Jew had: He personified the authentic Eastern Jew. He felt 
no ambivalence toward Jewish tradition, except for his resentment against 
extreme orthodoxy. Deeply influenced by the radical Russian revolution
aries, he was also a Jew free of any ghetto mentality'or inferiority com
plex. He was a proud, unhyphenated, and uninhibited Jew8 who, like 
Herzl, did not deny his Jewishness. On the contrary, he joked with gen
tiles about certain Jewish types without the slightest hint of apology, and 
was accepted by them without embarrassment. Though it became true 
in the formal sense only after 1911, when his friends controlled the World 
Zionist Organization, from the beginning Weizmann was viewed by both 
Jewish and gentile Englishmen as a representative of the world move
ment in Britain. Jews and gentiles saw him as the authoritative voice of 
East European Jewry. For his part, Weizmann continuously emphasized 
the difference between British Jews and himself and lived the life of a 
political émigré. This distance gave him the opportunity to express new 
ideas and drew into his orbit of influence those dissatisfied with the Brit
ish Jewish and Zionist establishment.

Weizmann could speak to various constituencies in the movement with 
equally good credentials. His roots within and affinities for both Eastern 
and Western Jewry, his cultural work and firm belief in the importance 
of both practical and political tasks, and his long service to the move
ment prompted him to seek the widest possible consensus. Almost no 
other Zionist of his generation combined these qualities.

Added to this was his reputation as a first-rate scientist. Herzl had 
gained entry to the upper reaches of international diplomacy by virtue 
of his reputation as a journalist; Weizmann was eventually to gain entry 
by virtue of his scientific achievements. Both used their professions to 
advance the movement. Unlike Herzl, who first turned to the rich Jews 
and only later to the mases, Weizmann made the reverse journey, 
emerging, as it were, from among the masses and only much later hob
nobbing with the well-to-do, powerful Jewish patricians. Like Herzl, he 
was by inclination an aristocrat. But coexisting with his contempt for the 
masses was an innate ability to move them through his folksy, intimate 
relations with the people.

Despite these small differences in orientation, both men were remark
ably similar. Both preferred to conduct diplomacy single-handedly, 
sometimes without a proper mandate from the movement they led. The 
university project clearly demonstrates Weizmann's proclivity to work 
alone and establish contacts with notables and men who possessed the 
power to take immediate action. It also demonstrates that Weizmann 
understood intuitively what students of bureaucracy and social organi
zations have noted ever since, namely, that the person who controls the



Conclusion 407

flow of information can often control an organization. Through his ex
tensive correspondence, travels, and direct personal contacts, Weiz- 
mann placed himself in the center of activity and channeled major events 
in the direction that seemed most suitable to him. The founder of the 
Democratic Faction, who had often criticized Herzl for his undemocratic 
leadership, was later himself accused on the same count. The man who 
objected to Herzl's secret missions often informed his own colleagues of 
his negotiations after the fact. Both preferred to deal on a one-to-one ba
sis with men of power, a trait that was evident in Weizmann even before 
his move to Manchester. Both spoke to statesmen not as timid interces
sors (shtadlanim) but with authority and force. Like Herzl, Weizmann re
lied on his personal charm during negotiations with statesmen and felt 
equally justified in deviating from strict guidelines for these negotia
tions. Having criticized Herzl for making the Fourth Zionist Congress a 
showpiece in the English capital, Weizmann soon realized Britain's im
portance in the attainment of Zionist goals and acted on his convictions. 
Herzl had pointed the way but, paradoxically, it was left to Weizmann, 
the East-West Jew, to complete and complement in several significant 
areas the political actions of Herzl, the Western Jew. If Herzl laid some 
of the major ideological and organizational foundations of the move
ment, Weizmann's major contribution was to interpret, integrate, and 
synthesize these ideas in line with new developments within the World 
Zionist Organization. Eventually he converted these ideas into concrete 
action through skillful diplomacy.
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Ussishkin to SAC, April 26, 1914 (W.A.), discussing the financial terms on 
which the land on Mount Scopus was to be purchased.

177. See "Sitzung des Arbeits-Ausschusses hier die Universitaet vom 6. and 10. 
Juni 1914." W.A.

178. See "Beschluesse der Sitzung des Actions-Comité vom 7. and 8. Juni 1914." 
CZA, Z3/449.

179. See Judah Magnes to Weizmann, June 8, 10, 1914. W.A. See also Simon 
Flexner to Weizmann, July 22, 1914. W.A. Flexner expressed his interest in 
the project but recommended a training institute not exclusively devoted to 
research.
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180. See "Besprechung des in Berlin anwesenden Mitglieder des Arbeitsaus
schusses am 18. und 19. Juli 1914." CZA, Z3/1601 and W.A.

181. Originally it was scheduled for the tenth. See CZA, Z3/1661. An updated 
proposal was prepared for this meeting, in line with the discussions of the 
preparatory committee on July 18 and 19, 1914. See "Denkschrift ueber die 
Begruendung eines Juedischen Medizinisch naturwissenschaftlichen Insti
tuts in Jerusalem." CZA, Z3/1602. A copy was sent to James Rothschild.

182. Weizmann's summer plans also included work in Ehrlich's Frankfurt labo
ratory.

183. Weizmann to Julius Simon, June 12, 1914, WL 6, p.*379.

XVn Conclusion
1. Louis Lipsky, "Weizmann—Bond Between Two Worlds," in Chaim Weiz

mann: Statesman, Scientist, Builder of the Jewish Commonwealth, ed. Meyer W. 
Weisgal (New York, 1944), p. 167. Another version of this recollection can 
be found in Louis Lipsky, A Gallery of Zionist Profiles (New York, 1956), pp. 
51-52, and in The American Zionist, December 15, 1952. See also Jacob Ho- 
dess, "Weizmann: Scientist and Statesman," The Jerusalem Post: Chaim Weiz
mann Memorial Supplement, October 30, 1953, p. iii. Hodess's description of 
Weizmann prior to 1914 closely matches that of Lipsky.

2. Leonard Stein, "Koho shel Chaim Weizmann," Haaretz, November 2, 1962, 
p. 9.

3. That Weizmann was not even considered for the leadership of the World 
Zionist Organization is evident from a lead article in The Jewish Chronicle of 
July 2, 1915, pp. 7-8. The article, marking the anniversary of HerzTs death, 
states: 'To-day . . .  we miss the inspiring leadership of a Herzl—of a man 
who can seize with imagination and vigour the Jewish interests at stake and 
present them to the world when the welter of the conflict has subsided. 
. . . "  The Jewish Chronicle was, of course, not favorably disposed toward 
Weizmann, but this particular article reflects a point of view that was prob
ably shared even by Weizmann's friends.

4. See Ben-Zion Dinur, "Yihudo shel Chaim Weizmann," Molad 11, no. 64 
(October 1953): 159.

5. See Robert Weltsch in Haaretz, October 5, 1979.
6. See Hodess, "Weizmann: Scientist and Statesman," p. iii.
7. In 1911, at a conference of the English Zionist Federation in Manchester, 

Weizmann said, "The English Gentiles are the best Gentiles in the world." 
See Israel M. Sieff, "The Manchester Period," in Chaim .Weizmann: A Biog
raphy by Several Hands, ed. Meyer W. Weisgal and Joel Carmichael (New 
York, 1963), p. 92.

8. See Leonard Stein, Weizmann and England (London, 1964), p. 13.
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