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Document A: “Exile and Return”, Martin Gilbert, (1978) 
 
In March 1881 Tsar Alexander II was assassinated by socialist 
revolutionaries, who called on the people of Russia to overthrow the Tsarist 
regime. The Government struggled to maintain law and order. Quickly, the 
Jews were singled out as a scapegoat. It was put about, with official 
connivance, that the ills of Russia stemmed from Jewish power and 
corruption. Once more, as at Odessa ten years earlier, angry mobs burst 
into Jewish streets, looting Jewish shops, burning Jewish property, and 
even killing those who sought to resist them. Many towns felt the ferocity of 
these attacks, which began at Elizavetgrad on 15 April 1881, spreading 
quickly to more than thirty of the surrounding villages and townlets. In May, 
Jews were attacked in four more provinces of the Pale, and by the end of 
1881 more than two hundred Jewish communities had suffered looting, 
burning and devastation which left 100,000 Jews without their means of 
livelihood, and 20,000 without homes. … 
 
In May 1882 new restrictive laws were introduced by the Tsarist authorities, 
directed solely against the Jews. These ‘May Laws’ forbade Jews to live in 
hundreds of villages, in which for more than three hundred years they had 
farmed and traded, with the result that half a million Jews were forced to 
leave their homes, and move, their livelihood lost, into the already crowded 
towns of the Pale. At the same time, a further quarter of a million Jews 
were uprooted from the western border areas of Russia, and likewise 
forced to move into the towns.  
 
Poverty and destitution followed in the wake of these expulsions. In Vilna, 
for example, more than 22 per cent of all the Jews in the city were in 
receipt of poor relief from the community; while, in Odessa, four hundred 
dinners a day were provided at cheap eating houses, more than 150 of 
them entirely without charge.  
 
What was to be the future of the Jews of Russia? In 1882 a Jewish doctor 
from Odessa, Leon Pinsker, sought to answer this question. Like Moses 
Hess before him, Pinsker had begun his adult life as an assimilationist. He 
had been one of the first Jews allowed to study at Odessa University. 
Having graduated from the Law Faculty there, he discovered that, as a 
Jew, he had no chance of actually practicing as a lawyer. Instead, he 
turned to medicine, still hoping to be accepted in Russian society. He 
became a regular contributor to a weekly magazine which urged Jews to 
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speak Russian, as opposed to Yiddish, and advocated Jewish 
familiarization with Russian culture. The Odessa pogrom of 1871 led him to 
abandon his literary efforts. Ten years later, the pogroms of 1881, and a 
close study of Jewish history led him to the conclusion that the universal 
hatred of Jews, not only in Russia, but throughout Europe, was such that 
even humanitarian rights would be denied them whenever danger 
threatened. 
 
In 1882 Pinsker travelled to Italy, Austria, France, Germany and London. 
Everywhere he went, he discussed with Jewish leaders his view that what 
the Jews needed was a national center. Many of those whom he met were 
skeptical, and argued that America provided an adequate haven. But a 
leading British Jew, Arthur Cohen, a Member of Parliament, encouraged 
Pinsker to put his views in writing, and so he wrote his book, Auto-
Emancipation, in which he argued that anti-Semitism was inevitable 
wherever the Jews were a minority; that they could only be a majority if 
they had a homeland of their own. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Vocabulary   

Pale: referring to Pale of Settlement, the area of Russia where Jews were 
permitted to live. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Exile and Return: The Struggle for a Jewish Homeland, Martin Gilbert, J.P. 
Lippincott & Company, New York, 1978, p. 36-41. 
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Document B: “Auto-Emancipation”, Leon Pinsker (1882) 
 
The Jews are not a living nation; they are everywhere aliens; therefore they 
are despised. 
 
The civil and political emancipation of the Jews is not sufficient to raise 
them in the estimation of the peoples. 
 
The proper, the only solution, is in the creation of a Jewish nationality, of a 
people living upon its own soil, the auto-emancipation of the Jews; their 
return to the ranks of the nations by the acquisition of a Jewish homeland. 
 
We must not persuade ourselves that humanity and enlightenment alone 
can cure the malady of our people. 
 
The lack of national self-respect and self-confidence of political initiative 
and of unity, are the enemies of our national renaissance. 
 
That we may not be compelled to wander from one exile to another, we 
must have an extensive, productive land of refuge, a center which is our 
own. The present moment is the most favorable for this plan. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Auto-Emancipation, Leon Pinsker, Commissions – Verlag von W. Issleib, 
Berlin, 1882. (Translated from the German by Dr. D. S. Blondheim, Federation of 
American Zionists, 1916.) 
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Document C: “The Origins of Zionism”, David Vital (1975) 
 
The indirect evidence that support for Hibbat Zion spread rapidly through 
the Pale in the 1880s is overwhelming. So too is the evidence that, 
predominantly, it took the form of local societies established through local 
initiative, whose members either saw themselves, with varying degrees of 
seriousness, as prospective settlers in Eretz Israel, or else were anxious to 
lend a hand or a voice in aid of those settled there. And finally, it is plain 
that underlying such ‘practical’ activities (as they came to be called in time) 
was the sentiment, at once vague and powerful, of injured, and yet hopeful, 
nationhood. All this can be elicited from memoirs, diaries and letters, from 
the rather scrappy protocols and elliptical resolutions of the many local and 
the few country-wide meetings that were held in the period, and from 
occasional documentation prepared in advance of such meetings, some of 
which has survived. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Origins of Zionism, David Vital, Oxford University Press, London 1975, 
p.154. 
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Document D: “A History of Israel”, Howard M. Sachar, 
(1976) 

 
In January 1882, thirty young men and women gathered in the Kharkov 
lodgings of a university student, Israel Belkind, to discuss the “plight of the 
nation.” Most of them had been reared in middle-class families. All either 
were attending university or, in some instances, had received professional 
degrees. They were all imbued, too, with a mixture of ardent Jewish 
nationalism and fiery Russian populism. In their minds, as in those of most 
of the Russian students of their generation, social reform and national 
fulfillment were interlinked. Thus, after extended discussion, the group 
decided that the revival of Jewish life in the Holy Land on a “productive” 
basis must begin immediately, without awaiting full-scale support from the 
wider Jewish community. Then and there they formed an emigration 
society, later to be known as “Bilu” – a Hebrew biblical acrostic of “House of 
Jacob, let us go.” In ensuing meetings, nineteen of the youths made the 
commitment to abandon their studies or professions in favor of immediate 
departure to the Land of Israel; the others would recruit new members to 
establish a model agricultural colony in Palestine. “We have no capital,” 
noted Chaim Chissin, a founding member, in his diary, “but we are certain 
that once we are [in Palestine] we shall be established. On every side we 
find an enthusiastic display of sympathy for the idea of the colonization of 
the Land of Israel and we have already received promises of aid from 
societies and influential persons.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: A History of Israel: From the Rise of Zionism to Our Time, Howard M. Sachar, 
Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1976, p. 27. 
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 Document E: “Letter to his Brother Simon”, Ze’ev Dubnov 
(Oct. 20, 1882) 

 
Do you really think, my dear brother, that my sole purpose in coming here 
was to ‘find’ myself? That if I did find myself I would have achieved my aim 
and that if I didn’t I would deserve pity? No! My ultimate aim, like the aim of 
many others, is great, wide, unlimited. But not incapable of realization. The 
ultimate aim is to build up this land of Israel and restore to the Jews the 
political independence that has been taken from them for the past two 
thousand years. Don’t laugh. This is no dream. The means of achieving it 
can be the setting up of villages for agriculture and crafts, the building of 
factories and their gradual expansion, in other words a total effort to 
transfer all employment and agriculture into Jewish hands. In addition, it will 
be necessary to train young people and the young generations of the future 
in the use of firearms (in the wild and free Turkish Empire anything is 
possible) and then … then even I give myself up to reveries. Then will 
come that glorious day of which Isaiah prophesied in his glowing message 
of comfort. The Jews, with weapons in their hands if necessary, will 
announce with a loud voice that they are masters in their ancient land. It 
doesn’t matter that this wonderful day will come only in fifty years or later. 
What is fifty years for such an undertaking?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Memoirs, David Ben-Gurion, World Publishing Company, Ohio, 1970, p. 49-50.  
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Document F: “Land of Dust”, Saul S. Friedman, (1982) 
 
It was a land of dust, a land where brown, not green was and still is the 
most prominent color. Nearly every visitor who made pilgrimage to the Holy 
Land in the past century returned with a tarnished image of the land. Wrote 
Mark Twain in 1868: “Palestine, where every hundred acres of arable land 
is protected by three mountains on each side and a desert at each end to 
keep it from bolting for want of company.” Herman Melville visited the 
region in 1857 and offered a similar impression, calling Judaea “one 
accumulation of stones – stony mountains and stony plains; stony torrents 
and stony roads; stony walls and stony fields; stony houses and stony 
tombs, stony eyes and stony hearts.” There were stones for throwing at 
enemies, for Biblical metaphors and cursing the devil, for killing people and 
for burying them.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Land of Dust, Saul S. Friedman, University Press of America, Washington, 
D.C., 1982, p. 13. 
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Document G: “A History of Israel”, Howard M. Sachar, 
(1976) 

 
At the end of July [1882] the advance guard of thirteen men and one young 
woman sailed for Palestine, reaching Jaffa five days later. Their initial 
contact with the squalid port town was hardly encouraging. Registering in a 
malodorous dormitory-hostel, they encountered their first “authentic” 
Palestine Jews – caftaned pietists, visibly undernourished, urgently 
awaiting ships to return to Europe. Undeterred, nevertheless, and intent 
upon securing at least a minimum of agricultural experience before 
launching upon a farm of their own, the young pioneers eventually received 
their first opportunity at Mikveh Israel, the training school established 
twelve years earlier by the Alliance. There they were set to work at a 
pittance under the direction of hard-bitten French agronomists, none of 
whom evinced the remotest sympathy for the newcomers’ Zionist 
“fantasies.” Rather, the Biluites were driven mercilessly in their field work, 
eleven and twelve hours a day, until they neared collapse. “The overseers 
kept pressing us,” lamented [Chaim] Chissin, “giving us not a moment’s 
rest. They had been instructed … to drive this ‘spirit of folly’ out of us and 
compel us to leave.” Nor was the morale of the young idealists improved 
when reinforcements and financial support from Odessa did not arrive. 
Indeed, the Ottoman authorities were systematically restricting immigration 
now and forbidding land sales to European Jews. Later these measures 
were circumvented by bribery and other techniques; but in the summer of 
1882 the Biluites had little reason to be optimistic. Sickness was 
undermining their will to go on. Where were the funds that at least would 
enable them to develop a model colony of their own – their very raison 
d’etre for having traveled to Palestine?  
 
Almost at the last moment, help of a sort materialized in the form of two 
Jerusalem Jews, Zalman Levontin and Joseph Feinberg. During the 
previous years, these men had collected money for land purchase from 
investors in both Jerusalem and Europe. Through the usual intermediary of 
400 dunams (roughly 100 acres) eight miles inland from Jaffa. Erecting 
their first tiny shacks there, the participating Jerusalem families 
enthusiastically dubbed their new settlement Rishon l’Zion – “First to Zion.” 
At this point, touched by the dedication of the Biluites, Levontin and 
Feinberg persuaded the others to allow the youngsters to join the venture. 
Immediately, then, eleven of the Biluites took up shelter in a makeshift 
dormitory hut that was set aside for their use. Pooling their last remaining 
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piasters in a common fund the would-be farmers set about clearing the soil 
and planting maize and vegetables. Unfortunately, the harvest season 
already had passed. After two months, both food and money were 
exhausted, and the settlers – the Biluites among them – faced the very real 
threat of starvation. Completely dispirited, five of the original pioneer group 
decided to return to Mikveh Israel, six to Russia.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: A History of Israel: From the Rise of Zionism to Our Time, Howard M. Sachar, 
Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1976, p. 28-29. 
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Document H: “Pioneers in Palestine”, Hannah Trager, 
(1923) 

 
Three days passed, our meals grew smaller and smaller and our appetites 
larger.  A week passed and the bread supply gave out altogether. One day 
we came in and found mother and a few more women with babies sitting 
together and crying, lamenting aloud over the folly and obstinacy of their 
husbands in starting the settlement. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Pioneers in Palestine: Stories of One of the First Settlers in Petach Tikvah, 
Hannah Trager, Hyperion Press, 1923, p. 15.  
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Document I: “A History of Israel”, Howard M. Sachar, (1976) 
 
The rescue came from an unanticipated source. Although the Rothschilds 
traditionally had been the first port of call for every Jewish philanthropy, the 
celebrated banking dynasty was opposed to Jewish nationalism and 
repeatedly had turned down earlier Chovevei Zion appeals for funds. It 
happened, nevertheless, that Baron Edmond de Rothschild, a scion of the 
French branch, occasionally had supported efforts to transform the Jews 
into a “productive,” “normal” people, capable of laboring once again on the 
soil. In the autumn of 1882 he granted an audience to Joseph Feinberg, 
one of the two founders of Rishon l’Zion, who had returned to Europe in a 
desperate fund-raising effort to save his languishing colony. The eminent 
banker was moved to tears by Feinberg’s account of the pioneers’ self-
sacrifice. Immediately he offered 30,000 francs for the purpose of drilling a 
well at Rishon l’Zion, and intimated that additional help would be 
forthcoming. … 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Source: A History of Israel: From the Rise of Zionism to Our Time, Howard M. Sachar, 
Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1976, p. 30 
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Document J: “A History of Zionism”, Walter Laqueur (1972) 
 
Rothschild did not trust the abilities of the colonists and insisted on direct 
supervision and control by his agents. A paternalistic regime was 
established, which was not at all to the liking of the Hoveve Zion. … Initially 
it caused much resentment among the recipients, but without his help the 
colonists would not have survived. It is estimated that during the 1880s the 
Baron spent about $5 million on supporting the settlements, whereas the 
Hoveve Zion were able to provide only about 5 per cent of that sum. Its 
support was limited in fact to Gedera, the original Bilu settlement. Under 
the supervision of Rothschild’s representatives vineyards were planted in 
Rishon and Zikhron; elsewhere the cultivation of wheat and of silkworm and 
the manufacture of rose oil was initiated. All these early trials were costly 
and some unsuccessful. The colonies became going concerns only during 
the first decade of the twentieth century when they began growing citrus 
fruits. The dependence of the colonists on Rothschild’s generosity had 
some negative consequences. At first there were many complaints about 
the interference of the baron’s agents in all their activities, but gradually the 
settlers came to take this for granted. The lost all initiative and became 
accustomed to turning to Paris whenever they encountered difficulties. … 
By 1910 the settlers were owners of plantations employing mainly Arab 
workers. Their own children were sent for education to France, and a fairly 
high proportion of them did not choose agriculture or did not even return to 
Palestine. When a new wave of immigrants began to reach Palestine in 
1905-6, the newcomers found it exceedingly difficult to obtain employment 
in these settlements, which preferred the cheaper and more experienced 
Arab labour. After the long philanthropic interlude the Zionist initiative thus 
became a strictly commercial venture. This was no doubt preferable to the 
degrading and unproductive existence of the old Jewish community in 
Jerusalem, which made organized begging a way of life, but it was hardly 
what the Lovers of Zion had dreamed about.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: A History of Zionism, Walter Laqueur, Schocken Books, New York, 1986 (First 
Published 1972), p. 78-79. 


