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THE
JOURNEY TO
JERUSALEM

B The Ceniral Zionist Archives
and the Theodor Herzl Archive

s v PR

(LEFT) DR. GEORG HERLITZ at the Central Zionist Archives
in Jerusalem, 1947. (Copyright Central Zionist Archives, Jerusalem)

READING ROOM of the Central Zionist Archives in Jerusalem,
in the 1950s. (Copyright Central Zionist Archives, Jerusalem)
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¢ SUZANNE BERNS

‘ ilent witnesses of the whole Zionist past gathered

in a dark stone basement, illuminated by a series of

electric lamps. At first glance, the basement appears

to be a catacomb. Thousands of Jewish newspapers

in different languages, excerpts from the non-Jew-

ish press with articles featuring Zionism, a collection of assorted

books, brochures and pamphlets on the Zionist movement and

the Jewish land; and, last but not least, a colossal organized ar-

chive of the files and documents of the Zionist organizations, the
treasure of our past.”

These are the words of Dr. Hindos, an enthusiastic Zionist from
New York, as he described his visit in 1924 to the Central Zionist
Archives in the newspaper Dos Yiddishe Folk.

Last summer, I visited Berlin for the dedication of a memorial
plaque honoring the CZA centennial celebrations. During my
visit, I stepped down the same low flight of stairs to the cata-
comb-like basement described by Hindos many years before.

Dr. Georg Herlitz founded the Zionistisches Archiv (Zionist Ar-
chives) on June 1, 1919, at Sachsischestrasse 8, in a room that had
previously served as a bathroom of a private apartment. However,
at that time, it housed the offices of the Zionistisches Zentralbiiro
Berlin (Central Zionist Office Berlin). The CZA started with only a
few dozen folders and a large stack of papers.

It then moved in 1924 to a more spacious building, be-
queathed to the Zionist movement by the Jewish surgeon Dr.
Friedrich Kabersky, on Meinekestrasse, with many other Zionist
organizations. Also housed in this building was the Jewish
Agency, which issued the very sought-after Palestine certificates.

The Zionist Archives in Berlin (1919-1933) included three
sections: library, Zionist journals (including a photograph
collection), and archival material of the Zionist institutions,
including various Zionist offices, the Jewish National Fund, the
agency and the Keren Hayesod.

Due to the instability in Germany in December 1931, Herlitz
contacted Dr. Leo Lauterbach, the head of the Organization
Department in the World Zionist Organization, and warned him
of the impending danger of either the Communists or alterna-
tively Hitler’s Nazis coming into power. He wrote: “There is no
need to explain the ramifications of such a move. We believe

that if this scenario comes to pass, then Zionist activities will no
longer be possible here.”

As a cautionary measure, Herlitz used a code to convey this
message. He later disclosed the code in an interview on the 80th
birthday of journalist Avraham Elhanani: “The climate in our
country is not good for the goods I handle. Perhaps it is better to
move it to a warmer country” (Davar, March 11, 1965).

On February 1, 1933, the day after the Nazis seized power,
Herlitz directed a request to the executive branch of the Zionist
organization to move the archives to Palestine.

Once again, Herlitz used precautionary measures to make sure
the letter would arrive at its destination. As letter censorship ex-
isted from the first day of National Socialist rule, Herlitz was con-
vinced that the censor would read any message with the logo of
a Zionist institution. Consequently, he used a plain envelope and
addressed the letter to Lauterbach’s home address.

Six months later, the Zionist executive informed Herlitz to take
all steps needed to transfer the archives to Jerusalem.

Faced with the challenge of relocating a Jewish archive out of
Nazi Germany, Herlitz’s wife suggested: “The Prussians certainly
remained the strict officials they have always been, even after the
rule passed to the National Socialists....”

Surprisingly, his request was accepted, although a few days later
a Gestapo officer appeared at the archives and took an interest in
its contents. Overwhelmed by the amount of the documents and
their languages, he demanded that Herlitz write the report in his
place, which he would sign afterward.

Fortunately, everything worked out, and in the fall of 1933, with
the help of the WZO, the archives, packed in 154 crates, arrived in
Jerusalem and moved to the National Institutions Building.

Twenty-three years later, the 24th Zionist Congress confirmed
the CZA to be the “historical archives of the Zionist movement
and organization and the Jewish Agency” with the following
resolution: “All the offices and institutions of the World Zionist
Organization Executive and the Jewish Agency in Israel and the
Diaspora are obliged to make all files, no longer necessary for on-
going work, accessible to the archives.”

The small archive, with its original limited material content,
grew into the CZA of today. In 1987, it moved to its own building
adjacent to the Jerusalem International Convention Center
complex. A century later, with over 90 million documents,

CENTRAL ZIONIST Archive,
2019. (Copyright Shalom Rabani)
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ABOVE: FIRST NEWSPAPER
announcement (1919) of the
CZA founding.

(Courtesy Central Zionist Archives,
Jerusalem)

RIGHT: FIFTH diary of Theodor
Herzl. On the bottom right,

on September 3rd, 1897, Herzl
notes: ‘“In Basel habe ich den
Judenstaat gegriindet” (In Basel
| created the Jewish State).’
(Copyright Central Zionist Archives,
Jerusalem)
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photographs, private archives, maps and plans, the CZA is
considered the largest and most important archive of the history
of the Zionist enterprise as well as one of the most extensive
public archives in Israel.

Herlitz was not only the founder of the CZA but was also very
involved in the Zionist enterprise as a Zionist official over the
years at the various Zionist Congresses.

Herlitz met Moritz Reichenfeld at the 19th Zionist Congress
in Lucerne in 1935. Reichenfeld, the last surviving executor of
Theodor Herzl’s last will, was also a cousin of Herzl’s wife, Julie.
After Herzl’s death, his private archive was preserved in the house
of Johann Kremenetzky, founder of the JNF and Herzl’s close
friend and adviser. A year after Kremenetzky’s death, Reichenfeld
was looking for a new home for Herzl’s archive and understood
the urgency to transfer the archive out of Austria.

To receive Herzl’s collection was a dream come true for Herlitz,
as he had been trying for years to add it to the CZA’s collections.
After a follow-up visil in Vienna, Herlilz succeeded in obtaining
the approval to bring the Herzl Archive to Jerusalem. However,
Reichenfeld had placed a condition in the agreement, stipulating
that the Zionist Archives would have to appoint a special curator
for the Herzl Archive.

MEANWHILE, IN Austria, as the National Socialist movement
grew stronger, an official declaration for moving the Herzl Ar-
chive seemed problematic. Therefore, they decided to send the
archive as the “household goods” of the pioneer Josef Kastein.

A year and a half later, two large crates arrived at Haifa Port. A
few days afterward, the CZA received a summons to carry out cus-
toms clearance for the shipment in the harbor.

But before the representative of the CZA, Dr. Alex Bein, was able
to comply with this request, an incident occurred that almost de-

(44

stroyed the Herzl Archive. An arsonist set fire to the customs ware-
houses of the Haifa Harbor, destroying several buildings and their
contents. By a miracle, the flames came to a stop next to the wall
by which the Herzl Archive was stored.

With the arrival in Jerusalem, the travails of Herzl's archive
were yet to be over.

On]June 29, 1946, on the Sabbath known as the “Black Shabbal,”
at 6 a.m. the general secretary of the Zionist Executive (the Jewish
Agency) woke Herlitz up and informed him that British police and
military were searching the offices of the National Institutions
Building, including the CZA. He asked him to hand over the keys
of the archive’s safe.

As the keys were in the archives, Herlitz dressed quickly and
went with the police car waiting for him to the archives.

A British police officer, already expecting him, inquired about
the safe’s contents.

Herlitz responded: “Only historical material from the early days
of Zionism, which will certainly not be of any interest to you,”
to which the officer replied: “You are mistaken, exactly this is of
great interest to us.”

Left with no choice, Herlitz opened the archives’ safe. After
about half an hour, in which the officer browsed through various
documents, a loud alarm sounded announcing the breakfast
break of the Brilish. Immediately, all the police and military
personnel left the building.

Though surprised by the event, with the building empty, Her-
litz quickly used the opportunity and hid relevant documents,
including circulars and pamphlets, from the Jewish underground
movement.

After the break, all the contents of the safe were loaded in 10
black boxes and transported away. Fortunately, Herlitz’s concerns
that the Herzl Archive was lost were unfounded. After four weeks,
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BERLIN W.30
DOR. PHIL. GEORG HERLITZ T R I

® & CORNELIUS a8

11, Dezember 1931

Herrn
Dr.leo Lauterdach,

Lieder Dr.Lauterbachf,

diteser Brief gibt sich in seiner Form als eiln Privatdrief an
Ste, ist aber in Firklichkett ein Brief, den ich In melner Figenschaft
als Lelter unseres Archivs an die Exehutive richte, und tch habe die
private Form nur aus den Crinden gewthlt, die Sie und df e Exehutive
aus setnem Inhalte ersehen werden.

Am Anfang dieser Woche hat Herr Dr.Georg Landauer, der im Augéw,
ylick in Vertretung von Herrn Blumenfeld die politischen Ceschifte
der 2.V.f.D. fihrt, mich um eine Unterredung ersucht, wm mit mir
Uber Vorsichtsmassnahmen zu beraten, die sich [fir unser Archiv qus
den gegenwirt igen politischen Verhtltnissen in Deutschland ergeben.
Ich weiss nicht, ob in London ganz deutltch bekannt ist, wie bedroh-
lich dle innerpolitische Situation in Deutschland, spezlell fir uns
Juden, in den letzten Wochen geworden tst, und wie wenig sle sich
auch in den letzten Tagen nach dem Erlass der neuesten Notverordnung
der Regierung Prining zum Besseren vertindert hat. Man rechnet bel
uns in Deutschland in weitesten politischen Kreisen, und zwar nicht
etwa nur in furchtsamen Jfidiscken, danit, das elnes Tages plotzl tc{l
durch gewgltsamen Umsturz die Kreise der Hitlerbewegung oder die &
des Kommunismus die Herrschaft an sich reissen. Pas eine solche
Herrschqftlfzzr uns Juden bedeutet, brauche ich Ihnen wohl nicht mehr
2u sagen., In unserem House rechnen alle verantwortlichen Stellen,
auch Herr Dr.landauer, damit, dess im Falle der MNachtergreifung sei-
tens der Nationalsozialisten oder der Kommunisten unsere zlonist i-
sche Arbeilt nicht nur erheblich gestért, sondern viellelcht sogar
unmoglich gemacht werden wirde. Yan rechnet in dlesem Zusammenhange
besonders damit, dass wir sehr schnell eine Revision unsere® gesamter
Betriebes zu gewdrtigen haben, und dass beil einer hommunist ischen

Herrschaft viellelcht sozgar an eine Zerstorung ode; Beschlagnahme LETTER FROM Dr. Georg
unseres zionistischen ganisationsmaterials gedacht werden muss. .

Ich selbst sehe zwar politisch micht gonz so schwarz wie die ibrigef Herlitz to Dr. Leo Lauterbach,
Umgebung, aber ich kann mich andrersetts nicht der Auffassung Dr. communicating the political
Landauers verschliessen, dass es besser ist, vorsdchtshalber recht- A .

zeitiyg Massnahmen zu ergreifen, die sich spéter als uberflissig er- situation of 1931 Germany.

weisen, als gich von den Ereignissen iiberraschen zu lassen und da-
durch die zionistische Bewegung in Gefahr zu bringen. Herr Dr.Lan-
dazer hat mir aus diesen Gedankenglingen hergus den Vorschlag gemacht Jerusalem)

(Copyright Central Zionist Archives,

everything returned with a red note saying “On his Majesty’s DEDICATION CEREMONY of
Service, Room 20” on each file and box. Each of Herzl'’s 18 diaries’ the memorial plaque in honor
end pages, between the cover and the first page, were carefully  of the centennial anniversary
separated to see whether any “hostile to the state” material was  of the Central Zionist Archives,
hidden in it. attended by: (from left) World
Zionist Organization chairman

HERZL WAS a prolific writer. He wrote most of his time, be it for Avraham Duvdevani, Jerusalem
his work or in his private life, on small pieces of paper, at the cor- Mayor Moshe Lion and Berlin
ners of newspapers or in his diaries. Thankfully, he had the fore- FATAEREE LIS AN SISt
sight to saleguard most of it. B Klgus Lederer.

After Herzl’'s death, the Inner Action Committee (Engeres (ERFIEAL Prafi SEED
Actions Comité) launched an outreach program to collect Herzl’s
letters. In the 1950s, the CZA also pursued a collection of letters,
with the hope that if people find letters, maybe from their parents
or grandparents, they will donate them to the CZA.

Both campaigns turned out to be successful. Today, although
there are still various institutions and private collectors hold-
ing letters and documents of Herzl, the CZA, with its extensive
collection of over 30,000 documents, preserves the official ar-
chive of Theodor Herzl. It consists of personal and family records,
his diaries, letters, his literary works, arlifacts, Zionist writings
and documents of his political activities.

Throughout time, Herzl’s insightful writings have been the ba-
sis of various books, articles and studies. Researchers, students,
and the general public enjoy Herzl’s thoughts and visions for the
Jewish state through visits to our reading room, lectures, or group
visits to the Herzl Archive itself.

To see Herzl’s original diaries, manuscripts and letters is a very
emotional experience, which inspires young and old alike. L

CATACOMB-LIKE basement
The writer is the curator of the Theodor Herzl Archive at the Central ~ of Meinekestrasse 10 in 2019.
Zionist Archives. suzanneb@wzo.org.il (Copyright Suzanne Berns)
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