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      Antisemitism and the Path to Catastrophe: The Middle East in History, is my attempt to trace a long, dangerous chain of ideas that reaches far back before the outbreak of World War II. The book opens with the Jewish Enlightenment — the Haskalah — and follows the rise of Zionism, showing how Jewish thinkers and communities struggled to answer the pressures of modernity, exclusion, and the fragile promise of hope. Figures like Theodor Herzl are not set apart as distant icons; they appear here as flesh-and-blood people wrestling with impossible choices — for example, the bitter debate over the Uganda Scheme, the 1903 British proposal (debated at the Sixth Zionist Congress) to offer territory in East Africa as a temporary refuge, where questions of survival and principle clashed with wrenching force.

      As the narrative advances, science, politics, and war begin to mingle in uneasy ways. Chaim Weizmann — a chemist whose laboratory work gave him both technical credibility and access to British officials — emerges as a bridge between the bench and the negotiating table; his scientific achievements and persistent lobbying helped shape the climate in which the Balfour Declaration was issued. At the same time, fear spreads faster than reason. The book traces how conspiracy thinking metastasized — how The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a fabricated anti‑Semitic forgery first circulated in early 20th‑century Russia, was exported and weaponized — and how those lies crossed borders, eroding trust and inflaming politics, at times hastening the decline of old empires and poisoning the fragile new polities that replaced them.

      Germany stands at the eye of this storm. I trace a line from Bismarck’s stark creed of “blood and iron” — the realpolitik that forged the German Empire — through the reign of Kaiser Wilhelm II and the catastrophe of World War I. Cities like Vienna, the churn of battlefields, and societies broken by defeat create the volatile backdrop in which Adolf Hitler emerges; Vienna was one influential stage among many, not the whole explanation.

      Thinkers such as Gustave Le Bon (author of The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind) illuminate why crowds heed simple appeals, why emotion can drown judgment, and how the convivial disorder of beer halls in Munich slowly became the launching pad for the Nazi Party.

      Power congeals, myths harden into doctrine, and symbols take on lethal meaning. This book traces the construction of the Aryan myth — a misuse of an originally linguistic notion turned into a racial creed — and follows the sequence of events that sealed Nazi rule: the Reichstag Fire, the gamble to seize total control, the repackaging of the swastika into a banner of hate, and the Nuremberg Laws that gave legal form to persecution. Moves like the Anschluss and the eruption of Kristallnacht laid persecution bare for the world to see. Step by step, cruelty was made policy.

      The final chapters are about escape, silence, and doors that close ever tighter. Albert Einstein gets out early — he fled Germany in 1933 and reached safety in the United States before the full machinery of persecution caught so many others. The MS St. Louis sails with hope: in 1939 nearly a thousand Jewish refugees set off from Hamburg dreaming of sanctuary, only to return in despair when ports and visas were slammed shut. Fear spreads faster than visas; delays that feel bureaucratic in the moment become fatal with every passing day.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            FROM HASKALAH TO ZIONISM

          

        

      

    

    
      A necessary prerequisite for the awakening of Zionism was an intellectual awakening of its own—what historians call the Jewish Enlightenment, or Haskalah. First, it was essential to break the mental chains that had bound many communities for generations: to loosen the grip of rabbinic authority in daily life and to reduce the monopolies of religious interpreters so that secular concerns could gradually claim their place. Only by removing those intellectual and social obstacles could the ground be prepared for a modern national movement like Zionism.

      Regrettably, once those fetters were cast off, some went astray. What began as a response to humiliation and despair sometimes curdled into self-abasement: a segment of the Jewish elite not only turned away from the faith of their forebears but also distanced themselves from their people, trampling the continuity of communal life in hopes of winning European acceptance and assimilating into broader society. Yet reality was brutally contrary to their expectations. In the late nineteenth century the prospects of full acceptance were undermined by the rise of modern antisemitism—manifest in violent pogroms in the Russian Empire, in the anti‑Jewish atmosphere exposed by the Dreyfus Affair in France, and in the growing racialized contempt across Europe—proving that social recognition would not be freely granted.

      European persecution of the Jews did not ease simply because Jews tried to change. That harsh reality left those Jewish elites who had championed integration bewildered and without a clear path. Confronted with the stark choice between survival and annihilation, some at last recognized the cruel truth: it was not a failure of their own will or worth, but a structural reality — to many Europeans, Jews who lacked a national homeland were seen as vagrants drifting through the continent. They enjoyed neither the full rights of citizens nor the protections commonly afforded to immigrants from recognized states. Thus, after the age of the Maccabees and roughly two millennia of historical silence in the sense of organized political national aspiration, a new stirring finally took shape — the awakening of modern Zionism.

      That awakening required more than the overthrow of old mental barriers and the intellectual stirrings of the Haskalah (the Jewish Enlightenment). It also needed objective material preconditions: the technological and economic transformations of the nineteenth century. Propelled by the advance of capitalism, this era not only expanded productive forces dramatically but also created an intensified demand for them. Printing had long existed, but the nineteenth century saw printing become industrialized — mechanized presses and mass-reproduction techniques made it possible to produce pamphlets and books on an unprecedented scale. At the same time successive revolutions in transport — first steam power, and later the internal-combustion engine — began to knit Europe together, shortening distances and lowering the cost of movement.

      These developments were especially advantageous for Jews scattered across many lands. The arrival of the telegraph and, later, the telephone revolutionized long-distance communication, while industrialized printing allowed ideas to be copied and circulated widely and cheaply. Faster transport and better communications meant that printed Zionist tracts could be distributed more quickly and further than ever before, reaching corners of Europe that once seemed isolated. In the end, these changes in communication and mobility enabled Jewish elites, dispersed yet bound by common political hopes, to coordinate across borders — by letter, by telegraph, by telephone — and to form organized political bodies with branches in the major countries of Europe, a process that would culminate in the formal organization of the modern Zionist movement by the end of the century.

      Thus it becomes clear that technological progress was indispensable to the emergence of modern Zionism. Without concrete advances in transportation, communication and print culture, the scattered sparks of a nascent idea could hardly have been sewn together into a single thread, much less burst into a mass movement. Jewish communities were dispersed across Europe and elsewhere, each living as a minority in its own country; absent railways and steamships that carried people, absent the telegraph and the expanding press that carried ideas, the dream of return would have had great difficulty escaping local confines. The awakening of Zionism, in that light, was only the first act—technology supplied the means to connect, amplify and mobilize a dispersed people.

      Across the whole unfolding of the Zionist project, one country played a role that was at once enabling and obstructive, a role that cannot be underestimated. That country was Britain, once rightly nicknamed “the empire on which the sun never set.” Britain's imperial reach, diplomatic weight and eventual control over Palestine under the postwar Mandate made it a decisive actor: from the 1917 Balfour Declaration, which gave a form of official recognition to the idea of a Jewish national home, to later policies such as the 1939 White Paper that curtailed immigration and constrained possibilities. In short, Britain opened doors at moments and shut them at others—and its influence helped shape the course and character of Zionism.

      In the course of Zionist movements' development, their centers drifted across the map—sometimes Paris, sometimes Geneva, sometimes Vienna of the old Austro‑Hungarian world. Against that continental bustle, Britain, that island nation off the mainland, often seemed to be overlooked, whether by design or by accident. We have already traced the peculiar arc of Jewish history in Britain. The sharp turn came over the course of the 12th and 13th centuries: heavy taxation, social pressures, and rising hostility culminated under Edward I in the Edict of Expulsion of 1290, which effectively sent the openly Jewish community out of England for centuries. (Richard I’s reign saw harsh fiscal measures against Jews, but it was Edward I who issued the formal expulsion.)

      For roughly four centuries thereafter the public face of Judaism on English soil all but disappeared. Officially, Jews were banned; hardly anyone in England would declare themselves Jewish. Yet the Christian authorities in London had already set up an institution to receive converts—the Domus Conversorum, founded in 1232—to house and instruct those who entered the Church. Nominally this house was meant for Jews who had “returned” from abroad as Christians, but history is rarely so tidy. Conversion did not always mean the end of Jewish identity. Some who were compelled to embrace Christianity continued to regard themselves, in their private minds and families, as Jews. That fact feeds a larger point we’ve made before: despite persistent claims that Jews bear telltale physical marks, in ordinary dress and mingling with the crowd their differences can be vanishingly hard to spot.

      During those long centuries, some Jewish families lived in secrecy like creatures in hibernation, their religious life reduced to something close to dormancy. Historians often call that stretch the “dormant period” in the story of English Jewry — roughly the span from the 1290 expulsion to the gradual readmission in the mid‑17th century.

      By the 16th century a mysterious thread of Marranos had begun to show up in London: not a conventional synagogue community, but an underground network of Iberian conversos — many of them crypto‑Jews — who had fled Spain and Portugal. They were refugees of a violent age: the Alhambra Decree and later pressures in Portugal, along with the reach of the Inquisition, had forced countless Sephardim to the hard choice of conversion or exile. On paper they arrived in Britain as Christians; in reality they came as Christian refugees with tangled identities and hidden histories. At this point one might reasonably ask: if they had already converted to Christianity, why did they still flee?

      This brings up a term you have probably heard—the Spanish Inquisition. Beginning in 711 CE, Muslim forces swept into the Iberian Peninsula and for centuries large parts of it lived under Islamic rule. As one of medieval Europe’s main contact zones with Islamic civilization, Spain became a crucible of prolonged religious tension. When the Reconquista reached its dramatic conclusion in 1492 with the fall of Granada, the fervor of the Christian kingdoms—above all Castile and Aragon—blazed on. The monarchs of Spain carried a near‑fanatical sense of religious mission, and their bond with the papacy was close enough that Pope Alexander VI would later formalize their honorific as the “Catholic Monarchs.”

      That militant zeal went with them as they expanded overseas and consolidated power at home; they flew the banner of “pure faith” everywhere they planted their flag. The Spanish Inquisition emerged out of that atmosphere. Established in the late fifteenth century with royal initiative and papal sanction, its ostensible purpose was to expose those among the new converts—Jews and Muslims who had become Christians—whose conversion was judged “insincere.” Mere outward conversion was never deemed sufficient. Any sign of imperfect piety invited scrutiny, and once summoned to the Inquisition one stepped into a world where physical torment was routine and humiliation normative.

      Whippings were the mildest punishments. Interrogators employed a range of brutal techniques—various bench‑and‑restraint devices, forcible methods meant to break a body and will, the tearing of nails, the breaking of limbs—grim instruments in common use during interrogations. The goal was to probe the soul for “purity.” But how could pure faith be measured? In truth it could not; the verdict rested on their arbitrary judgment, on accusations, rumors, and the tribunal’s own interpretation of sincerity.

      Of course, to some extent this fierce religious fanaticism was one of the key reasons for Spain’s precipitous decline. While much of Europe was slowly moving toward intellectual renewal and the early stirrings of Enlightenment, Spain often seemed to turn back the clock, re‑enacting practices that belonged more to the medieval past than to a modernizing age.

      We’ve already spent a lot of time tracing Jewish history; try to summarize the pattern yourself. Jews were scattered across the globe, yet once they found a place where they could earn a living and build a community, most would cling to it unless driven out by force. That, more than simple stubbornness, explains why stories of persecution often make them appear slow to flee: lives, livelihoods, family ties, and a firm religious hope for deliverance made departure a last resort. Only when people ran up against an immovable wall of violence or legal coercion—or literally saw their neighbors dragged away—did they finally set out to leave.

      After the expulsions of the late 15th century, many Sephardic Jews dispersed to the Ottoman Empire, North Africa, Italy, the Low Countries and other havens; a smaller number would eventually find their way to England. It’s important to remember that England had formally expelled Jews in 1290 and only began to tolerate their return in the mid‑17th century, so openly practicing Judaism was dangerous or impossible in many places. Those who outwardly conformed to Christianity while secretly keeping Jewish rites and beliefs came to be known as Marranos—crypto‑Jews who often organized covert networks to preserve their faith and traditions under a Christian veneer.

      The word “Marrano” did not come from Arabic meaning “to remember.” In fact, “marrano” is a Spanish/Portuguese term—literally carrying the sense of “pig” or “swine”—used pejoratively in Iberia to label Jews who had outwardly converted to Christianity but were suspected of secretly keeping Jewish practices. The phenomenon of such hidden Jews (conversos or crypto‑Jews) predates the 16th century: waves of forced conversions and violence from the late 14th century onward (notably the massacres of 1391 and the expulsion of 1492) produced communities that practiced Judaism in private even as they outwardly conformed.

      So how did Jews begin to reappear in England by the 17th century? It’s true that the English upheavals of that era—what we call the Civil War and the rise of the Commonwealth—created a new political and religious context. The Puritans were a strand of Protestantism, and under Oliver Cromwell’s Protectorate the government displayed a more pragmatic tolerance toward the possibility of Jewish settlement than previous regimes had. That pragmatism, however, was political as much as it was ideological; there was no sweeping, formal legal readmission enacted, only a de facto opening.

      A key figure in this turning point was Menasseh ben Israel, a rabbi and scholar from Amsterdam. In 1655–56 he travelled to London and petitioned Cromwell on behalf of Portuguese and Spanish Jewish families—many of them Marranos by background—who were already living in England in secret or working in maritime trade. Menasseh’s petition and his personal audience with Cromwell and other officials did not produce a written, statutory invitation, but it did mark a watershed moment: the authorities permitted, tacitly, a more public Jewish presence.

      That tacit acceptance sent a strong signal. It encouraged the hidden Jewish families in England to emerge from concealment and gave hope to Sephardic Jews still scattered across Europe and the Atlantic world and desperate to find safe havens. Many of the Sephardic refugees who managed to leave the Iberian Peninsula were merchants or skilled professionals with international networks—people who brought education, commercial know‑how and, in numerous cases, capital—so their arrival helped lay the foundations of the growing Sephardic communities in London and elsewhere in Britain.

      After Cromwell sent that friendly signal — the same episode that led, in the 1650s, to the readmission of Jews after petitions like that of Menasseh ben Israel — a steady stream of Sephardic merchants and families began to settle in England. By the late 17th century the Sephardic community in London had become both visible and prosperous, made up largely of wealthy traders who had been part of the Iberian diaspora and its Atlantic and Mediterranean networks.

      That did not mean life was free of hardship. Jews in England continued to face serious discrimination and legal disabilities, and throughout the period they remained subject to special taxes and restrictions. (The claim that William III personally imposed a dedicated “poll tax” on Jews is not well supported by the evidence; what is clear is that under his reign Jews still bore burdens and were far from fully emancipated.) Still, compared with the outright expulsions and bans of earlier centuries, England’s stance represented at least some progress.

      And then came 1688. The Glorious Revolution shifted sovereignty decisively toward Parliament; with the Bill of Rights and the practices that followed, the monarchy’s powers were curbed and political authority increasingly resided with elected institutions. At that point Britain could properly be called a constitutional monarchy — not overnight, but unmistakably on that path.

      This had an unexpected upside: the great matters of state that determined ordinary people’s lives were no longer the fickle playthings of a single ruler’s whims. Decisions that affected the welfare and even the survival of subjects ceased to hinge on the king’s personal preferences. With power increasingly lodged in Parliament, the immediate, life‑threatening danger that Jews had historically faced from royal caprice was dramatically reduced.

      The Hanoverian accession accelerated change. After George I took the throne in 1714, Britain’s ties with German lands made it easier for German‑speaking immigrants — including Jews — to settle in Britain, though it wasn’t the result of a single, explicit royal settlement policy. In 1753 Parliament even passed what became known as the Naturalization Act (the so‑called “Jew Bill”), an attempt to grant foreign Jews a clearer legal standing; the bill touched off fierce public protest and was repealed the following year. Still, the episode signaled that the question of Jewish civic status had entered mainstream political debate.

      From that moment on, restrictions loosened in fits and starts. By the late 18th and early 19th centuries Jews in Britain increasingly enjoyed ordinary property rights — they could own land and build firms — and the political and legal obstacles to daily life slowly eroded. The municipal reforms of the 1830s opened local offices to non‑Anglicans, and the new, non‑sectarian University of London (founded in 1826 and operating from the 1830s) provided a route for Jewish students to earn formal degrees. (Oxford and Cambridge, by contrast, retained religious tests until the University Tests Act of 1871.)

      Those openings carried broader consequences. As the nineteenth century advanced, many of the doors that had been firmly shut began to crack: Jews entered the law, took posts in the civil service, and rose in commerce and finance. One striking milestone came in 1855, when Sir David Salomons served as Lord Mayor of London — a vivid sign that civic life in Britain was already more permissive than much of the Continent.

      Yet progress was uneven. Until the late 1850s, important national offices still remained effectively closed: legal obstacles and oath requirements prevented Jews from taking their seats in Parliament. It was only after further reform in 1858 that Jewish members were finally able to sit in the House of Commons. So while Britain in the mid‑19th century was comparatively advanced — economically, politically, and in many respects morally — full political equality for Jews was a prize won only gradually, not an overnight gift.

      In this respect, as we mentioned in our previous book, the Rothschild family truly broke new ground. Beginning in 1847, Lionel de Rothschild was elected to the British Parliament on multiple occasions, yet each time he was prevented from taking his seat. Under the parliamentary rules then in force, an elected MP had to complete a final procedural step: swear an oath on the Bible in the Christian form. As a devout Jew, Rothschild could not do this.

      The prime minister of the day, mindful of Rothschild and of Jewish voters, put forward measures to allow people of other faiths to take the oath in their own way. But those proposals were twice rebuffed by the House of Lords, and it would take another decade of wrangling before a roundabout solution finally let Rothschild enter Parliament formally in 1858.

      What was that “roundabout” solution? In the end the Commons and the Lords agreed that members did not have to recite every word of the prescribed oath verbatim. Certain explicitly Christian phrases could be omitted or replaced so that an individual could express his devotion to God according to his own conscience. On 26 July 1858 Lionel de Rothschild took advantage of that understanding: he covered his head with a cloth as he stood to swear, and when the relevant passage came up he substituted his own words—reportedly a plea in the form of “God help me.”

      Why cover his head? The question points not to a minor question of etiquette but to the deeper incompatibility between long-standing parliamentary ritual and Jewish religious custom. Jewish men traditionally cover their heads during prayer and when swearing oaths, as a sign of reverence before God. In the mid-nineteenth century, however, this private marker of faith collided with a public political ceremony that had been designed on explicitly Christian assumptions.

      The true barrier, therefore, was not the presence of a head covering as such, but the wording and theological presuppositions embedded in the parliamentary oath itself. For decades, the oath assumed a Christian profession of belief, rendering it impossible for a practicing Jew to comply without violating conscience. The accommodation reached in 1858—allowing certain explicitly Christian phrases to be omitted—was less a symbolic concession than a structural reform, signaling that Parliament was beginning to recognize religious plurality within the framework of the state.

      But political glass ceilings were not the end of the story. In 1868 the novelist‑turned‑statesman Benjamin Disraeli became prime minister — often described as Britain’s first prime minister of Jewish birth. Yet that label needs nuance: Disraeli had been baptized into the Church of England as a child and lived publicly as an Anglican, so his personal definition of, and attachment to, Judaism was complex and ambiguous rather than straightforward.

      To be precise, he was a fairly secular Jew. He didn’t practice Judaism in any heartfelt way; he didn’t live by its prescriptions, nor did he make a point of observing its laws. You meet Jews like him all the time today. But more than 150 years ago—around the mid‑19th century—that kind of secular Jewish identity was far less common. From the sweep of modern British history one can see that Jews in Britain generally fared reasonably well: discrimination persisted, certainly, yet outright persecution was comparatively rare, and by the mid‑19th century much of the legal emancipation had been won (notably the reforms culminating in the 1858 settlement over Jewish members of Parliament). Still, social prejudice remained, and the picture was more complex than a simple story of unqualified acceptance.
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            HERZL AND THE UGANDA SCHEME

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, on mainland Europe the story was bleaker: Jews were periodically persecuted, driven from their homes, and at times slaughtered in pogroms and massacres. It was precisely this continual insecurity — above all in parts of Eastern and Central Europe — that fed the rise of Zionism on the continent. As the flame of Zionism leapt across Europe, however, the situation for Jews in Britain looked very different. Many British Jews enjoyed a degree of social acceptance and legal rights that made life comparatively comfortable, and as a result the movement found far less wholehearted support there; indeed, a significant number of British Jews opposed it.

      Two main reasons explain that opposition. First, observant Orthodox Jews held a theological conviction: the restoration of a nation in the Holy Land, if it were to happen, would be an act of God alone — a return sent by providence, not engineered by human politics. Second, among the more secular, assimilated leaders of the Anglo-Jewish community, Zionism appeared impractical or even nonsensical. These leaders believed the correct path for Jews in modern states was political integration and struggle for rights at home — that Jews elsewhere should emulate the British example of pursuing civic standing through legal and parliamentary means. Put bluntly, the relative safety and acceptance British Jews enjoyed produced a complacency or indifference toward Zionism that was largely absent in the more precarious conditions on the Continent.

      As we noted in the previous installment, in its early years the Zionist movement’s center of gravity was not in Britain but on the Continent — especially in central and eastern Europe (with Vienna and Berlin among the key hubs) — while its political aim was the return to Ottoman-ruled Palestine. Leaders like Theodor Herzl believed the most direct path to a Jewish homeland was to negotiate with the powers that actually controlled territory: first with Germany, and then with the Ottoman authorities. Those diplomatic efforts ultimately came to nothing. Sultan Abdul Hamid II, for one, treated Herzl’s overtures with little seriousness.

      Two years after that rebuff, Tsarist Russia exploded in another wave of anti-Jewish violence: the 1903 Kishinev pogrom in Bessarabia (today’s Chișinău). The horror of that outbreak was later immortalized by the Hebrew poet Haim Nahman Bialik in his response poem, and it dramatically increased the urgency felt by Zionists. Faced with renewed persecution, many Russian Jews fled their homeland and sought refuge across Europe — a movement that strained the capacities and politics of the countries that received them.

      Which country felt that strain most acutely? Without doubt, it was Britain. Because Jews in Britain generally enjoyed greater legal rights and social freedoms than in much of Eastern Europe, a comparatively large number of refugees gravitated there. Politicians in host countries therefore began to make the “Jewish question” a louder and more immediate issue.

      Herzl moved quickly to seize the moment. He pressed his case with European statesmen and turned his attention to Britain, finding his way to the man who then held the Colonial Office, Joseph Chamberlain. You might recognize the family name: Joseph was the father of Neville Chamberlain, the British prime minister at the beginning of World War II — but in 1903 it was Joseph who occupied the important colonial post. Personally he showed a degree of sympathy toward the Jewish plight, and from the standpoint of national interest he also genuinely felt the pressure that a large influx of Jewish migrants was placing on British society.

      Thus, by virtue of his office the British Colonial Secretary — Joseph Chamberlain — offered Theodor Herzl, and through him the Zionist movement, the possibility of an alternative: a tract of territory in British East Africa proposed as a potential refuge. What follows is the Uganda proposal — often called the "Uganda Scheme" — which you may have heard of.

      What exactly was the Uganda Scheme? At the turn of the twentieth century the British Empire already held large swathes of Africa, especially in the east. In 1903 Joseph Chamberlain, then Britain’s Colonial Secretary, put an offer to Theodor Herzl: if the Zionists were willing to settle in East Africa, the Empire could set aside a tract of land of roughly 13,000 square kilometers for them. More importantly, because Britain controlled the territory, it could implement such a plan without delay — in theory, Jewish settlers could move in at once and begin to farm and build.

      But where, precisely, was this “East African” land? Despite the name, the so‑called Uganda Scheme did not refer to modern Uganda. The parcel was located in the British East Africa Protectorate — territory that today lies within Kenya — a fact that often surprises people. Britain had already been knitting the region into its imperial infrastructure: the much‑discussed Uganda Railway (the line linking the Kenyan coast toward Lake Victoria) had been built around the turn of the century, so the area was far from isolated and could, in practical terms, be opened to settlers quickly.

      What scale is 13,000 square kilometers? For a sense of proportion, it is comparable to the area of Greater London, or roughly the size of Connecticut’s smaller counties combined. The offered tract—commonly cited in older sources as about 5,000 square miles (≈12,950 km²)—was not enormous by continental standards, but it was no mere foothold either: enough room to imagine a new community taking root and growing into something substantial.

      You should know that the total area of present‑day Israel is only about 22,000 square kilometers, and a large portion of it is desert. Now imagine — the alternative being discussed was in Africa, and specifically East Africa. Back then, if you asked most people to point out Uganda or Kenya on a map, many would fumble. Plainly put, that East African land had no historical, ethnic, or spiritual ties to the Jewish people. Still, it was real territory — a tangible refuge for Jews fleeing for their lives.

      So Joseph Chamberlain — the British Colonial Secretary — told Theodor Herzl that the Jewish people didn’t have to be absolutely fixated on returning to Palestine; after all, nobody could guarantee when that route would open up. What Chamberlain offered (the so‑called “Uganda Scheme,” actually a proposal for territory in British East Africa, in the region that is today part of Kenya) was, at least on paper, a practicable piece of land where persecuted Jews could immigrate and try to establish some form of a Jewish homeland.

      At that moment Palestine was, at best, nominally under Ottoman rule, and Jewish communities in Tsarist Russia were enduring brutal persecution. In such desperate circumstances, moving immediately to East Africa could be a lifesaving, pragmatic choice. Herzl was taken aback by the proposal, but he was a thoroughly practical man: with the British Empire — the dominant global power of the day — signaling willingness to support a territorial solution, it was tempting to seize any concrete offer that might let people escape pogrom and death and give them a tangible tract of land for immigration and the eventual hope of statehood.

      This was undoubtedly a qualitative leap in the history of Zionism. It felt like a long-homeless beggar, who had wandered from street to street and finally at last found somewhere to rest his weary bones. Nobody was in a position to quibble over whether this refuge exactly matched the picture in their hearts. Besides, the Jewish communities in Russia were indeed in desperate straits after a wave of brutal pogroms; they could not afford to wait.

      Therefore, after careful consideration, Herzl submitted the so‑called Uganda proposal to the Sixth Zionist Congress held in Basel in 1903 — a controversial offer, presented as a possible temporary haven for persecuted Jews.

      At that congress, after Herzl finished speaking, he put forward what became known as the Uganda Scheme. The moment the proposal was announced the hall erupted. The atmosphere was, unsurprisingly, complicated and fierce: a sudden glimmer of hope clashed with the accumulated anguish of generations. On one hand people were thrilled by the possibility of a tangible refuge; on the other hand they were deeply uneasy about accepting land that was not the historic homeland they had longed for.

      In the end, at the Sixth Zionist Congress the argument for saving lives carried the day. Practicality overcame purity of ideal — after all, life is the most basic prerequisite; without it, everything else becomes moot. When the delegates voted, roughly two‑thirds supported the scheme and about one‑third objected, and the Uganda proposal was formally adopted.

      But relief among the congress delegates was only the beginning of the story. As they exhaled in the meeting rooms, an unexpected reaction began to ripple outward. When the news reached Jewish communities far beyond Basel, ordinary people’s emotions once again boiled over.

      The strongest reactions came from two places; one was the Aliyah communities in Palestine. As discussed earlier, aliyah refers to Jews who moved to Palestine ahead of others, buying land and trying to make a living from farming. But in the early aliyah movement—especially during the First Aliyah in the late 19th and early 20th centuries—a significant number of newcomers ended up leaving again. The reasons were blunt and practical: much of the ground they found was uncultivated, disease-ridden, or simply unsuited to the kind of farming they knew how to do.

      So where did these people come from? Largely from Europe — especially Eastern Europe (Russia, Poland, Romania) — though there were also Jews from places like Yemen and other regions. What was Europe like for them, and what exactly did Palestine look like at the time? Many who made the decision to leave had only a biblical image of the land: a place "flowing with milk and honey." They carried that image with them.

      Only after arrival did the contrast hit home. The Promised Land conjured in scripture and imagination did not always match the reality on the ground. It was a bit like the picture on an instant‑noodle package — the wrapper promises braised beef, but when you open it there is no beef at all. For many settlers, the so‑called Promised Land offered neither milk nor honey; what met their eyes were stretches of swamp, scrub, and barren soil, and the hard work of turning that landscape into something livable.

      So, by most contemporary estimates, roughly nine out of ten of those who came eventually left again, and the bulk of the few who stayed survived largely because wealthy benefactors from the Rothschild family stepped in with money and supplies. It’s important to be precise about names here: the most active patron of the early agricultural settlements was Baron Edmond James de Rothschild of the French branch, who generously funded land purchases and infrastructure. (The often-mentioned “first Jewish MP in Britain”—Lionel de Rothschild—belongs to the British branch of the family; the branches are related but not the same person.)

      Even though many people gave up and went back, a determined minority persisted. Little by little, with hard work and external support, embryonic Jewish communities took root in Palestine.

      When word of the so-called “Uganda Scheme” arrived, everything blew up exactly as you’d expect. After years of toil planting orchards, draining swamps, and building a fragile way of life in Palestine, these settlers were told — or at least heard — that their refuge might be offered somewhere in East Africa. Where was Uganda to them? It was a faraway, foreign place. From their point of view it felt like being told all their work had been for nothing, like being told to uproot once more. And beyond the practical outrage was the spiritual one: Palestine was the Holy Land, home to Jerusalem — a city of unparalleled religious and historical significance for Jews. If Jews had already shown by their own presence that they could return and live in Palestine, why accept being relocated to East Africa instead of fighting to secure Palestine itself? The question seethed in every meeting and on every streetcorner.

      Among the opponents to the aliyah movement, the fiercest voices came from the Jewish settlers in Palestine—the Yishuv—and later came to be personified by figures such as David Ben‑Gurion, who would become Israel’s first prime minister (Ben‑Gurion himself did not arrive in Palestine until 1906). When news of the Uganda proposal reached them, those on the ground reacted at once: they rallied the young activists and radicals in the settlements and sent a joint, urgent letter to the World Zionist Organization, forcefully denouncing the so‑called Uganda Scheme as a perilous diversion from the Jewish future in Palestine.

      Perhaps even more striking was the intensity of opposition from the Russian Jewish community. Though Russian Jews had long endured pogroms and hardship, many of them—bound by tradition, history, and a firm ideological commitment to Palestine—rejected the offer out of hand. When told they might be sent to a refuge in East Africa, their response was uncompromising: they would rather die than abandon the idea of their ancestral land. Faced with that unexpected and passionate resistance, Zionist delegates and leaders were thrown into confusion.

      It is no exaggeration to say the Uganda Scheme tore a deep rift through the Zionist movement. The proposal, meant as a practical stopgap, instead exposed irreconcilable visions of the Jewish future—and Theodor Herzl was left raw and wounded by the very plan he had put forward.

      He had assumed every Jew would rally to his plan — after all, from a pragmatic standpoint it boiled down to survival. He believed he had secured, perhaps for the first time in two millennia, a parcel of land that could be truly theirs: a place where a state genuinely belonging to Jews might be founded. Other Jews ought to follow him, he thought. Even if they did not crown him a hero, at the very least they would welcome his proposal.

      Reality, however, proved harsher than his hopes. Instead of gratitude, his vision drew fierce criticism and bitter abuse. In 1903 the proposal that became known as the Uganda Scheme — actually an offer of territory in British East Africa rather than a return to the ancestral soil — inflamed divisions within the movement. Exhausted by relentless work and the psychological strain of those battles, Theodor Herzl died the following year, leaving the Uganda Scheme unresolved and a void at the head of the Zionist movement.

      You should understand that the early Zionists were an elite circle — each one a standout, a master in his own field. In ordinary circumstances, picking a capable leader from such a group wouldn’t be hard. But precisely because everyone was so accomplished, choosing a person who could command broad support became that much tougher. It’s like trying to name the single most brilliant face in a crowd full of geniuses.

      In situations like that, either the group drifts on without a leader for a long time, or a leader finally emerges who is literally one in a million. That man was Dr. Chaim Weizmann, who would later become Israel’s first president. Weizmann towered above even the high-achieving set. He was born in 1874 in Motal (then part of the Russian Empire, today in Belarus). At the time, Jews were confined to the Tsarist “Pale of Settlement,” which covered large swathes of what are now Poland, Lithuania, Belarus and Ukraine; it’s not accurate to say they were allowed to live only in Belarus and Ukraine. His family was relatively well off — his father worked in commerce, reportedly in the timber trade — and Weizmann grew up in a household with several siblings (most biographies place him among around ten children, and he is often described as the third-born). From an early age, he displayed extraordinary intelligence and an exceptional capacity for scholarship and thought.

      When he first entered middle school, Chaim Weizmann’s fascination with chemistry took root. In the late 19th century the chemical industry was, much like today’s IT world, seen as cutting‑edge, fashionable and brimming with technological promise. A few of Weizmann’s siblings would later be drawn toward scientific and professional pursuits as well, though sources vary on how many became chemists.

      Even in those youthful years he did more than excel at his studies: he felt a particularly intense commitment to the national cause. Before he left Tsarist Russia for university, he had already thrown himself into the Zionist movement.

      In 1892 Weizmann went to Germany — then the epicenter of chemical research and industry — to study chemistry at university. To support himself as a student he took a job teaching Hebrew. While many of his peers spent their evenings washing dishes or tutoring in mathematics and other sciences, Weizmann went out to teach the language of his people. Tutoring was a common way for students to earn a living, but chemistry students usually tutored in math, geometry or related subjects; Weizmann’s choice to teach Hebrew set him apart. What’s more, he did not limit himself to private, one‑on‑one lessons but taught in a school setting — a far tougher role than occasional tutoring.
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