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Jews in Harbin: a Historical Perspective

Xu Xin, Nanjing University
So called “the Harbin Jewish Community” could, or should, be considered as a large umbrella organization that covered an area of Northeast China and today’s Inner Mongolia, where thousands of Jews settled from the end of the 19th century to the mid-20th century.  Harbin is a harbor with many cities such as Hailar, Manchuli, Dalian, Mukden, and etc. closely adjacent to it. In a wider scope, the Harbin Jewish Community is an essential part of the history of Jewish Diaspora in modern China, which has a much clearer beginning than the history of Jews in pre-modern China (before 1840) with the Kaifeng Jews as its best-known group. 

From the year of 1725 when Chinese emperor Yung-cheng decided to order all foreign missionaries to leave China to the year of 1840 China was more or less a closed society in which foreign people were not allowed to live. The major event for this change is the First Opium War between China and the Great Britain from 1839-1842 over the issue of the trade of opium in China as China wanted to ban it while the British wanted to do it. China was defeated and was forced to sign the Treaty of Nanjing in 1842 to bring the war to its end. According to the Treaty and its supplementary protocols (1843), China agreed to surrender Hong Kong to the British and open five major port cities in China to British trade and settlements, which soon led to establishment of territorial enclaves under the British flag. Other imperial powers followed the suit and many foreign adventurers came to China since then. Among them were Jews. 
In next 100 years or so, Hong Kong, Shanghai, and later Harbin, Tianjin (old spelling Tientsin) and many other cities became centers of Jewish communal life in China. Therefore, it is clear that the beginning of Jewish Diaspora in modern China started in the second half of the 19th century when China was forced to open her doors to Western powers. There had been a few waves that carried tens of thousands of Jews to China. However, Harbin Jews did not belong to the first wave but the second. The first were Sephardic Jews, originally from Baghdad and Bombay, to look for business opportunities in newly-opened Chinese cities such as Shanghai and Hong Kong in the second half of the 19th century. By the beginning of the 20th century they had built up solid Jewish communities in those cities. Harbin Jews were from a different region of a different group. They were Ashkenazis from Russia and other East European countries. Although a few came in search of better economic opportunities, the majority was either fleeing from pogroms or revolutions in Russia in the early 20th century.
Why did they come to Harbin and what kind of place Harbin was? Harbin as a modern Chinese city was founded in 1898 when Russian engineers chose it as the headquarters for the Chinese Eastern Railway Company. The plan for a railway across Manchuria to Vladivostok was part of a treaty between China and Russia in 1896 ensuring mutual assistance against any future Japanese aggression. To build the railway Russia also obtained extraterritorial rights, two and half miles on each side of the railway. Harbin, a small fishing village by the Songhua River, soon became a thriving Russian town. Russian Jews began to gravitate to this part of China. Beginning with the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway from Manchuli to Hailar, Jews from Russia began to settle in Northeast China and Inner Mongolia.
 

     Jews there were almost free from persecution because Tsar Nicholas II, at the end of the 19th century, was anxious to Russify and encouraged immigration of Russians, including Russian Jews, to this region in order to strengthen Russian influence. The Tsar even declared that Jews willing to settle along the Railway would be allowed freedom of religion, unrestricted business rights, and quota-free education. Besides Russian authorities in Northeast China did not want to show the Chinese that any white man—even a Jew—could be treated as inferior to an Asian. Many Russian Jews fleeing pogroms in Odessa, Kishinev, and other towns, decided to move to Northeast China for permanent settlement.

Jewish population in Harbin grew very fast in the first decade. In 1899 a Jew by the name S. I. Bertsel from Siberia came to the city and became the first known Jew of Harbin. On February 16, 1903, when the Jewish Religious Association was founded in Harbin, the number of Jews reached some 500 people. After the Russian defeat in the 1904-1905 Russo-Japanese War, many demobilized Jewish soldiers in the Tsar’s army settled in Harbin and were soon joined by their families. By the end of 1908, only ten years after Harbin became a town, there were up to 6,000 Jews in the city, making the Harbin Jewish Community the largest not only in China but also in the Far East at the time.
The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 and subsequent Russian civil war brought a flood of refugees, both White Russians and Jewish, to Harbin. In 1920 there were as many as 20,000 Jews in Harbin and nearby towns, the highest number in its history.

     Harbin Jews were a moving group. The coming and going was not uncommon at all. Many of them moved to other places after a short stay. Chinese cities such as Tianjin and Shanghai became their new home. Zionism was a popular ideology and attracted many young people to go to Palestine. The decrease of the population of Harbin Jews in the early 1920s was a strong evidence of this migration. The late 1920s sees also the increase of the presence and influence of Japan in Northeast China where Harbin is located. The Japanese economic domination and harsh treatment of Jews coupled with the general lawlessness and anti-Semitic attacks caused many Jews to leave Harbin too. The Japanese official occupation of Northeast China in 1931 and the establishment of the Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo in 1932 also had negative impact on the Harbin Jewish Community. 

     Jews in Harbin were a homogenous group, consisting primarily of Russian Jews with a small number of Polish Jews. The Jewish Religious Community of Harbin, as it was named at the time, was a well-organized and supreme governing body. It stood for all Jews in the area and served all their needs. Its by-laws define such main functions as tending to the religious needs of the Jewish immigrants; managing the funds of the synagogues and the rabbis; managing the Jewish traditional method of slaughter of livestock; managing the Jewish cemetery and organizing funeral services; registering births, deaths, marriages and divorces; dealing with the Chinese authorities, and acting according to the laws of China; supervising the Jewish school for the immigrants; organizing cultural and educational activities; handling of all kinds of charities to needy immigrants. 

     Dr. Abraham Kaufman, the community leader since 1919, played a leading role in the Harbin Jewish Community. He chaired the Far Eastern Jewish Council and held three times of the Conference of Jewish Communities in the Far East from 1937 to 1939. He was arrested by the Soviet Red Army in 1945 and taken back to the Soviet Union, where he was imprisoned at a labor camp for more than ten years.

     The Jewish Community of Harbin was a very active and comprehensive community. The Harbin Jewish Cemetery was established in 1903. It had a small synagogue of its own. The Chief Synagogue was built in 1907. In 1921 the New Synagogue was competed. Both synagogues were orthodox. The first rabbi hired by the Community was Rabbi Shevel Levin, who had served in Omsk and Chita in Siberia before he came to Harbin. Rabbi Aaron Kiselev served in Harbin from 1913 until his death in 1949. Besides synagogues, it ran a school, a library, a hospital, two Jewish banks, a home for the aged, and numerous charitable organizations. The Talmud Torah (Jewish religious school) was established in Harbin in 1919, which provided Jewish traditional education for children and young people. The Community had many publications in Russian and in Yiddish. Among them, Yevreskaya Zhizn was published from 1920 to 1940. Cultural and social activities such as theatrical performances and musical offerings enriched the community’s life. 

    Zionism and Zionist activities played an important role in communal life. There existed all kinds of Zionist organizations such as Poalei Zion, Bund, Betar, Agudat Israel, and Revisionist Zionism in Harbin. Because of Zionist spirit and influence, quite a few Jews in the twenties and thirties immigrated to Palestine, making aliyah. 

    In 1937, the Community created the Far Eastern Jewish Council, which in turn, held the Conference of Jewish Communities in the Far East three times from 1937-1939 in Harbin. Each conference was attended by several hundred of Jewish representatives from Tianjin, Shanghai, and other Chinese cities; and from Kobe, Japan. A decision was reached at the 1937 Conference that all the Jewish communities in China be combined into a single overall autonomous association. It would cover all religious problems; all educational, cultural, social, and economic activities; support orphanages; care for refugees from Central Europe; and register all Jews and all the Jewish organizations in the Far East. 

The Harbin Jewish Community suffered a heavy blow at the end of WWII when the Russian Red Army declared war against Japan and entered the city. Dr. Kaufman and other Jewish leaders were arrested, charged with anti-Soviet activities and forcibly taken to the Soviet Union. Although, the Community survived for another 20 years, it was never able to regain its strengthen. The size of the community shrank with each passing year if not the day. 
By the time of the establishment of the People’s Republic of China there was less than 1,000 Jews remaining in the city. The 1950s was a special period of the history of the Jewish Diaspora in China. It was an end of a period rather than a period of its continuity. Radical changes within Chinese society made it difficult for Jews to lead a meaningful life or to build up their business in China. Moreover, the economic and financial status of the majority of the remaining Jews steadily worsened. Jews who came to China at different times for various purposes believed that it was time for them to leave and left by thousands annually. Therefore, the declining of Jewish population in China was an inevitable tendency in the 1950s. The departure rate remained high, over 25% each year. For instance, from 1955 to June 1956, 283 Jews left China. Among them, 113 were from Shanghai, 139 from Harbin, 15 from Tianjin, 7 from Dalian, and 10 from Qingdao. Though destinations for them were various (13 countries plus Hong Kong), statistics showed that the number one destination was Israel (131 Jews ), followed by the USSR (90 Jews).

By June 30, 1956, the exact remaining Jewish population in China was 519 according to the number given by the Council of the Jewish Community in China. Harbin has most of those remaining Jews. The distribution and position of those Jews were 171 in Shanghai; 233 in Harbin and Hailer; and 115 in Tianjin and nearby area. Among them, majority (409 Jews) originally came from Russia and were considered as the USSR citizens; only 110 originally came from countries other than Russia. Three years later, the population reduced further to almost 50%. There were 251 in total (72 in Shanghai, 26 in Tianjin, and 153 in Harbin). Over 90% of them were of Russian origin. Since both the USSR and China were communist countries, it would make no difference for them to remain in China. On the other hand, formal Russian subjects presently holding Soviet passports needed clearance from the Soviet Citizens Association and the Soviet Consulate General. This particular clearance is more difficult to obtain in the north of China and particularly in Harbin. It often happens that after the exit permit is granted, it is canceled one or two days before the intended departure of the migrant. No reason is given for such action, and the person, having liquidated his business and personal affairs, is left to sit and meditate until his final fate is decided some months later. 
Nevertheless, in the 1950s, the Harbin Jewish Religious Community continued to carry its many charitable works independently though it had a close relation with the Council of Jewish Community in Shanghai. For instance, the Shelter House in Harbin housed inmates. Free meals were distributed to the inmates and to dependents of the community. Low-priced meals were served in the Jewish dining room to people with small means. Medical care was granted to the needy. Doctors were called to attend the sick regularly.

The Jewish population in Harbin was 153 by the end of June 1959, the largest Jewish community remaining in China then. The Harbin Jewish Community was the only one that was able to keep its synagogue building by the end of 1950s. Daily services had continued to be held in the synagogue with large attendance for the Sabbath and holidays prayers by 1959. Children’s parties on Purim and Hanukkah were still organized. However, most of them left China after the relations between the USSR and China became hostile in the early 1960s. In 1962 the Harbin Jewish Religious Association was closed down after 60 years since its establishment. In 1985 Akole, the last Jew who belonged to the Community, died, sadly we saw the official end of the community. 

Gone are those days when Jews were thriving part of Harbin. Nevertheless, their marks remain. Memories of those who had lived there last. The history of the Jews in Harbin is so compelling. The grand gathering of scholars and formal residents at this conference shows us the importance of the impact of the Harbin Jews on history. We are very glad to see that saving Jewish Harbin becomes an essential part of today’s effort of saving the early history of the city.
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� Beside Harbin, there were a number of small Jewish communities established in various cities in the early 20th century in Northeast China and Inner Mongolia, such as Hailar, Manchuli, Dalian, Mukden, and etc. All of them were connected with the Harbin Jewish Community either economically or socially. The Jewish settlements from Russia concentrated in Hailar and Manchuli, two major cities of Inner Mongolia at the beginning of the 20th century. Most of them were merchants of foreign trade and forestry. Places of worship were set up in Hailar in 1910 and in Manchuli in 1912. A couple of hundred Jews resided in two cities. Representatives from Hailar took part in the Far Eastern Conference of Jewish Communities held in Harbin in 1937 and 1939. Manchuli Jews run a private school. It was situated at the railroad station of Manchuli. Four school days a week, it included four grades and counted 80 students and five teachers. The first Jews who came to Dalian were Russian soldiers. Among them was Joseph Trumpeldor who was captured by the Japanese in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905. He became the first Jewish officer to be decorated by the Tsar for his bravery. He stayed in Harbin after his release and made aliyah.Jewish settlers from Russia came to Dalian in 1900. They were few in numbers, but Jews began to trickle to the city from Harbin after the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905. On December 8, 1929, the Dalian Jewish Society was inaugurated and chief motives for the organization were religious duties, charitable activity, and cultural work. The Jewish Society of Dalian had 58 members in 1929 and 180 in 1940.








PAGE  
2

