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Abstract: The Jewish Community in Harbin was the largest one in Far East in modern China. It effected the development of Harbin. The community was formed in 1903 and in due course the Harbin Jewish Community possessed their own organizations and synagogues and held political and cultural activities. They achieved enormous success in the field of economy. The decline of the Harbin Jewish Community commenced from the 1920s due to a series of external events. The Jews moved to the south in substantial numbers. By 1960s, the history of Harbin Jewish Community has come to a vistual end.
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With the open policy to the outside in latter-day China, numbers of people inburst into the coastal cities and northeast of China from western countries, among whom, many Jews settled in Shanghai, Tianjin, Harbin and other cities and established their own communities to proceed with religious, political, economic and cultural activities. They’ve influenced the development of these cities to a certain extent. Up to this time, the Jewish Community in Harbin used to be the largest one in Far East in modern China for a long time, but it turned declined since the end of 1920s. The cause of its prosperity and decline is well worth being researched.

1. Prosperity and decline of Harbin Jewish Community

The initial formation of Harbin Jewish Community is closely related to anti-Semitism under the Tsar of Russia, especially in the period of the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway.

Russia had the largest Jewish population in the world at the end of 19th century. By 1897 they numbered 5 million within the pale and 320,000 outside the zone. The Russian Jews lived in harsh conditions compared to other Jews. They were strictly restricted in their place of abode economic development and marriage by the Russian government. As the Tsarist government rarely discouraged the nationalization of Jews, they were forced to lead an isolated life. In 1881, one of the Russian Jews was accused of participating in murdering Tsar Alexander Ⅱ, and thus suffered from cruel persecution. As a result, many Jews escaped from Russia; meanwhile, the Russian government made an effort to move Jews to remote places or abroad so as to relieve domestic pressure. For example, about 100,000 Jews moved to Siberia -- ​​some serving in the army, while others engaged in business.

There is no exact historical data as to when Jews first entered northeast China, but it is generally assumed that Russian Jews in the army and doing business in Siberia had been to northeast China by 1890 or so, and settled in Harbin on a minor scale by 1890, when the Tsar Government received the franchise from the Qing Government to build  the Chinese Eastern Railway according to the “Sino-Russia Secret Pact”. In 1897, the Russian government set up the Chinese Oriental railway corporation, and began building the railway.

    In order to further control northeast China through the railway, the Russian Government encouraged its people to emigrate into the region and issued a many of“preferential policies” for such emigrants. One policy allowed all Jews willing to emigrate to the "Manchurian Paradise”to have the right of free religion, absolute business freedom, and free schools. In fact, the winter in northeast China was as long as 7 months a year and sometimes the temperature might drop to 40 degree below, and in summer it was very hot and dry -- not a paradise at all. Even so, many Russian Jews moved there and settled in Harbin, Manzhouli, Halaer, Qiqihar, Dalian and other places, so avoid persecution from the Russian government. A Jewish community came into being in Harbin, where most Russian Jews settled.

The first Jews to arrive in Harbin came from Siberia during the last years of the 19th Century. They were mainly engaged in mining, stock raising, dairy manufacturing, and trade of construction materials and food in connection with the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway. The first recorded Jew in Harbin was Goregory·Borisovitch·Dereakin. He was born in 1846 and began doing business along the Songhua River since 1894. He purchased food and cattle in Harbin and Fuyu County, and sold Russian and U.S. goods. Dereakin stored his goods on the bank of the Songhua River in Harbin, where he loaded his goods SS “True de Nik” , heading for Russia. He would live in Harbin region for the sake of his business. He was not only the first Jewish emigrant, but the first overseas Russian in Harbin as well. With the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway, more and more Jews moved into Harbin, with over 100 in 1902, and over 500 in 1903. Thus, the Jewish community emerged for religious purpose and to improve communication among the Jews in Harbin. The Harbin Jewish Association was established on Feb. 16, 1903 and was later renamed Harbin Jewish Religious Association. It began the first synagogue, first from a rented house. The first Rabbi-Rabbi Levin from Siberia arrived in Harbin in August 1904 to take charge of religious activities. The establishment of the Jewish Religious Association and the synagogue marked the beginning of Harbin Jewish community.

The Japan-Russia War in 1904 to 1905 led to a sharp increase in the number of Jews in Harbin, because many Jewish soldiers in the Russian army left and remained in Harbin, where they saw better opportunities and less anti-Semitism. Meanwhile, Russian anti-Semitism resurged. For in 1905, the Russian secret police forged a document so called the Protocols of the Elders of Zion
 which suggested that an international Jewish campaign was under way to eliminate Christian institutions and to rule the world. This anti-Semitic forgery started large-scaled persecution against Jews in Russia, and forced groups of Jews to flee Russia, many of whom moved to Harbin. 
By 1908, there were over 800 Jews in Harbin. In 1907 the Main synagogue was built in Paodui Street, and later Primary school for Jews, Jewish cemetery, and Jewish Women Charity were established. The Jews Library was built in 1912, and the Talmud Torah School was built in 1914. The establishment of these institutions indicated that the Harbin Jewish community was established. Abraham Kaufman and Rabbi Kiselev became the leaders of the community.

The two Russian revolutions in 1915 and 1917, as well as the ensuing civil war, forced Jewish refugees move to northeast China through Siberia, and settle in Harbin, Mukden( Shenyang),  Dairen (Dalian), and other towns along the Chinese Eastern Railway. The Harbin Jewish population increased and in 1910, there were about 1,500 Jews in Harbin, but in 1920, the number rose to 12 to 13 thousand, apart from the ten thousand or so who transited Harbin en-route to Britain, France, Germany and Austria. After the February Revolution, the Kerensky government abolished all decrees limiting national or religious freedom. All the communal institutions in Harbin were therefore reorganized. On April 30, 1917, the Jewish community in Harbin elected a temporary committee, in charge of the reorganization. The committee consisted of Zionists, Orthodox and Bundists, among others. The Committee of Harbin Jewish communal association was established in 1919. Jews built their own hospitals, clubs, a home for elderly, schools, gyms, theaters, play groups, a free kitchen, loan organizations, a sports association, cultural, educational, hygiene and welfare institutions, and another synagogue. They also published a number of newspapers and magazines. Various political parties and organizations held many activities. Jews in Harbin also improved their financial status: they opened a many factories, firms, shops, banks and even played a role in Harbin stock market. This period witnessed the peak of Jewish community.
2 Institutions and Social Life of the Jewish Community
The many Jewish communal organizationsheld different activities, making it the biggest, as well as the most active Jewish community in China, even in the Far East, for some years.
The Jewish Association, later the Jewish Religious Association, played a very active part in the development of the Jewish community in Harbin. 
 In 1919, in order to strengthen the leadership of the community, a central committee was elected. The committee decided that all Jews over 20 could become members of the committee if they could donate 2 dollars or the equivalent in local currency. An election would be held every other year, to elect 11 executives, including the chairman, vice-chairman, secretary, and treasurer. The committee would be in charge of several committees, such as the Education, Religion, Economy, and Charity, with the executive committee members serving as directors. 

Religious activities were the most important daily activities of the community, maintaining close ties between members of the community. In 1903, a small synagogue was set up in a rented house – the first one in Harbin. During the Japan-Russia War, Jewish soldiers would pray there. For this reason, it was also called the soldiers’ synagogue. A main synagogue was built on Paodui Street in 1907 in the style of the Spanish synagogues. It was burned in 1931, and was later restored and expanded. In 1916, a second synagogue,  was built on Xiaorong Street along the Majiagou River. Another synagogue was built on Xiewen Street in Daoli in 1920. In 1913, Aaron Moses Kiselev became Rabbi of the Jewish community in Harbin. He insisted on maintaining Jewish traditionsworked hard to unite the Jews. He was regarded the  “spiritual leader of Harbin Jews”.

The earliest social welfare organizations created in Harbin Jewish community were the Jewish Women's Charity and the Jewish Cemetery built in 1907 by the Jewish Religious Association. Apart from providing assistance to poor Jews, especially Jewish women, the Jewish Women Charity established vocational schools and small storehouses. The Jewish Cemetery on Dazhi Street of Nangang District was in charged with the management of the buriels of the cemetery. In 1903, with more and more Russian Jews moving in Harbin, the Chinese Eastern Railway Administrations built a cemetery for Jews, with an area as large as 2.4 million square meters near the new cemetery for Orthodox Russians. 
The earliest social welfare organization created in the Harbin Jewish Community were the Jewish Women Charity and The Jewish Cemetery built in 1907 by the Jewish Religious Association. Apart from providing assistance to poor Jews, especially Jewish women, the Jewish Women's Charity established vocational schools and small storehouses. The Jewish Cemetery on the Dazhi Street of Nangang District was in charge of management of the cemetery, as well as burials of Jews. In 1903, with more and more Russian Jews moving in Harbin, the China Eastern Railway administrations built a cemetery for Jews, with an area as large as 2.4million square meters near the new cemetery for Orthodox Russians. The Jewish cemetery held burials for Jews in accordance with Jewish law. It was surrounded by brick walls of 2 meters high, and it faced a high square-towered building in the South. Since the first burial on June 10,1903, an increasing number of Jews were buried here. Within the 55 years by 1938, as reported by the Jewish Religious Association, there had been 3,713 graves in the cemetery. The cemetery had been under the administration of the Jewish Religious Association since the foundation of the Jewish community. In 1958, the cemetery, was moved to Huang Shan on the east suburbs of Harbin, including 853 graves. In 1920, the Jewish Home for Elderly People was built with a donation of J.A. Rabinnovitch and S.M. Rabinovich, taking care of 20 to 25 elderly Jews. Besides, the Religious Association also started a free kitchen for poor Jews and a low-interest loans agency. These organizations did not stop until most Jews moved from Harbin in the 1950s.

Education in the Jewish community also underwent great progress. In 1907, the first Jewish primary school was set up in rented houses by the Jewish Religious Association, with more than 100 students. A second school was built in 1910, with several hundred students. In 1907, the schools was expanded into a middle school. In 1920, with more Jews moving in, a third school was built. In 1914, the Jewish Talmud-Tora School was established, thanks to the funds provided by the Jewish entrepreneur Skidelsky. The school offered courses mainly related to Judaism, such as Hebrew language, Reading of  the Torah and the Bible, but it also taught secular courses. The establishment of this school played an important role in spreading Judaism in China. In addition, the Jews in Harbin also set up some special training schools, such as the Business Accounting School. Piano and Vocal School,  O’manut Music and Violin school, etc.
To provide medical assistance, in 1920, Kaufman and other Jewish celebrities set up the Mishmeret Holim Sick Fund, providing free medical care for poor Jews in Harbin and along the China Eastern railway. At first, the Fund had only 2 clinics. Later, with the donation of Neftali-Joffe (who donated a plot of land), the fund built a hospital on the Fifth West Avenue in Daoli, in November 1933, with 25 beds. It had well equipped and hired the best doctors in Harbin. Its first director was Dr. A. Kaufman. The hospital enjoyed a high reputation for its superb medical services. In addition many other hospitals and pharmacists were opened, such as the German-Russian Hospital ,the Moscow Drugstore, the Guangji Great Drugstore the New Siberian Drugstore the Niemic Drugstore, etc.

Cultural activitiesplayed an important role in the Jewish community. In 1910, a theatre named Danilov was opened, in which dancing balls and concerts were often held. In 1912, the Jewish Library was built on Artiliraiskaya  Street, with a reserve of 13 thousand books. In 1922, the Maccabee Sports Association was founded. Another achievement was a large number of Jewish publications, most of which were in Russian and Yiddish. They were widely hailed not for the international news they provided, with reports on the life of Jewish. The newspaper Novaya Jizni started in 1907 and later Novosty Jizni started in 1914 both Jewish newspapers in the Russian language, whose initiators were Z.M. Kliolin, K.R.Cherniyavski, and Levin Zigler. It had rather large social influence for its accuracy among all Russian newspaper. In June 1929, it was closed by the Chinese local authority for its so-called “publishing materials in support of the Soviet Union and the communist belief.” The Hebrew Life started in 1920 carried on until 1943, one with the longest history in all Jewish Life in 1926, with Dr. A Kaufman as Chief editor. It covered all aspects of life, and was distributed to other places apart from Harbin. It was a forum for the Zionist Movement in the whole of Northeast China. Other important newspaper include The Far East, The Gossip, The Banner, and the Dawning Light.
3.Political and Economic activities in the Jewish community

Despite a differences from the Jewish community in Shanghai, Jews in Harbin were highly similar in nature: most of them were Russian Jews, only a few were from Poland or Romania. But Jews in Harbin had differences in their political outlook, especially on Zionism. Zionists were divided into Zionists and non-Zionist, the former being the more importantfaction. In the first formal election of the community committee held in 1919, the Zionists won the majority of seats, and Dr. A Kaufman became leader of the Zionist movement and the Jewish community.

The first World Zionist Conference held in Basel Switzerland in 1897. The Zionist Movement was on the rise in Harbin. 1909 saw the foundation of the Harbin Zionist Organization, one of the two biggest branches in the Siberian Zionist Association. Another was in Yarkutsk in Russia. The movement in Harbin was even more active after the publication of the “Balfour Declaration” of the British government in 1917, supporting Jews to build their national home in Palestine. In the same year, the New Zionist Association was founded, representing the revisionist movement. In December 1920, the Zionist conference was held in Harbin. Israel Cohen, special commissioner of World Zionist Association, attended the conference and raised funds for the Jewish National Funds. After the conference, the Zionist Branch of the Far East was set up in Harbin, which enhanced the Zionist movement in Harbin. The newspaper Siberia-Palestine became the loudspeaker of the Zionist movement. In 1992, Harbin Women Zionist Organization was founded, Mr. Kaufman as director. In the same year, Jews in Harbin celebrated the granting of the mandate of Palestine to Britain by the League of Nations. Moreover, other Zionist organizations, such as the Bund and Betar, all had their branches in Harbin. After 1929, the Betar Youth movement recruited more members and played a more important role.

Another role of the political activities of Harbin Jewish community was to stop various anti-Semitic practices. Due to deep-rooted anti-Semitism in Russia and because the Jews had a higher standard of living than White Russians because most Jews in Harbin were business people or company employees the White Russians in Harbin were strongly anti-Semitic. The Harbin Jewish community began to oppose this anti-Semitism since the Russo-Japanese War. With the establishment Manchukuo in 1932 by the Japanese, the Jews were exposed again to persecution exercised by fascists among White Russians in Harbin, who were supported by the Japanese police and army. Such as kidnapping wealthy Jews, vandalism of the synagogue, and beating Jewish community leaders. Anti-Semitism reached its peak in August 1933 when Simon Caspe was kidnapped and later killed. This was widely condemned by the people, and the Japanese authority had to refrain the Russian fachists. At the same time, leaders of the Jewish community began to contact the pro-Jewish “Manchurianists”, in order to stop such tragedies by improving relations with the Japanese authority. After 1936, the Japanese authority was more friendly towards Jews, and the Manchurianists established a Far East Jewish Board in Northeast China. The leader of Harbin Jewish community, Dr. A Kaufman, was the director, and kept contact with the Japanese authority via two liaison officers Shi Yuan and An Jiang. Thus the Jews got rid of the administration of the White Russians, and ensured the independence of Jews in Northeast China. Meanwhile, the Japanese authority closed down the anti-Semitic white Russian newspaper “Our Path”. By these means, propaganda and persecution against Jews were limited, and Jews in Harbin lived in greater safety.
As experts in doing business, Jews in Harbin were actively engaged in economic and commercial activities, which pushed forward the municipal development of Harbin. First, the economic success of the Jewish community was closely related to the China Eastern railway. With the construction of the railway, many Jewish immigrants, supported by the railway administration, exerted strong influence over the management committee. In 1898, Gregory Samsonvich came to Harbin from Siberia and served as the financial representative of the Supply Branch of the China Eastern Railway Corporation. After the Soviet Revolution in 1917, and because of the efforts of the Jews in transferring half the management rights of the railway from Russia to China, Jews became top members ofthe Russian part in the consortium e.g Vice Director of the railway Lasiyevitch, Board members Ismailov. Kozlovsky etc. The railway played an important role in the Jewish community. After 1929, with increasing disputes and conflicts between China and the Soviet Union and the shrinking number of managing people of the railway on the Russian part, Jewish business people left Harbin in groups, and the Jewish community declined.

Secondly, Jewish businesspeople were engaged in commerce, finance, and entertainment. In 1895, A. Kagan opened Altai Corporation in marketing crops, and later bought many sugar plants, breweries, and match factories. The Jewish Polish Lopato brothers owned Tobacco Corporation in Daoli in 1903, and partly dominated the Harbin tobacco market. In 1902, Jewish French Aaron Moseivch Kagan opened the Songhuajiang Mills on the Police Street. In 1908, Jewish Polish Chadvav built the Ashihe Sugar Plant with a capital of 1.8 million rubles, the first in China. It was bought by another Jewish entrepreneur L.Zickman after World War One. The Skidelsky Family was a famous Jewish entrepreneur in Harbin. It began its business in Harbin in 1903, engaged in forestry, coal-mining, and other business. Upon construction of the China Eastern railway, they leased 5(later 6) Forest tracts, and became a major wood supplier for the railway corporation. Another famous entrepreneur family was the Soskin family. Who built a Mill in Harbin. At that time mills in Harbin were controlled primarily by the two families and the Jewish businessmen Ponve, Mindelevich and Drizin. The Malchin Family was owner of the first machine made bread plant in Harbin. G. Kruger also built some factories in Harbin, including a brewery, a candle factory, a juice refinery and a mineral water factory.

In 1899, the Jews opened cosmetic shops groceries and butcher shops in Daoli District. In 1905, Joseph Caspe built the Moderne Hotel, style of the Parisian hotels. It included the hotel, dining halls, cafes, billiards clubs, theatre and dancing hall—one of the best hotels in Harbin at the time. Also famous were the Mars Restaurant opened in 1925 by Zickman. The Bakery was run by the Katz brothers, and the Café-restaurant Miniature opened in 1926 by Emanuel Anatolevich Katz, as well as the Caspe Jewellers and Leo Bart Opticians.

Jews were also active in finance in Harbin. At the beginning of the 1920s, they collected capital and set up the Jewish National Bank, from which members could loan. At first, the bank had a capital of only 5,812 Harbin dollars. In 1924 the capital was planned to reach 100,000 and capital raisers were as many as 1,814. The scope of business also expanded from current deposit to various deposits, mortgaged loans, letters of credit, and foreign currency transactions, etc. The Jewish National Bank lasted more than 30 years, the longest among all foreign private owned banks. Besides, Weiner, Weinstein set up the Union Bank, with a capital of 100,000 dollars, providing capital mainly for fur-dealers. S.Z. Ginzburg opened an insurance company on 8th Da’an Street. Other Jewish banks included Jewish Peoples Bank Bank. Jews also enjoyed great influence in the Harbin Russian-Asian Bank (formerly Sino-Russia Daosheng Bank), and in the Far East Bank set up by the Soviet Union in 1923. In 1906, Committee of Harbin  Stock Exchange was established. On the first Board Meeting, Jews constituted 8 out of the 13 seats.

Jews also ran such businesses as dancing halls, theatres, billiards clubs. gambling business in commercial clubs was also prosperous. Brothels and Casinos were set up in and around Harbin.
Jewish immigrants were also good at foreign trade. They set up a number of famous firms to deal with crops, wood and fur. For example, Roman Kabalkin was among the first doing export of soybeans in Northeast China. In 1909, he gathered 170,000 pounds of capital with some British people, and established the Sino-Britan Oriental Trade Co. Ltd, whose base was in London. It had many branches in Asian cities dealing with soybean business. In 1914, he build the “Old Harbin” Soybean Oil Refinery in Harbin - ACETCO with most advanced European techniques. Products were exported even to the U.S. The Skidelsky family dominated wood processing and export in Harbin area. Major Jewish fur dealers were B.Gutman, the Brenner Brother, Kot, etc. Besides, Jews set up other firms such as Wei Parken, doing smuggle on the Sino-Russia border, especially the smuggle of opium and alcohol.

Up to 1908, the total Jewish capital in Harbin area had reached 30 million rubles. By world War One, there were as many as 116 factories, firms and banks set up by Jews, the Harbin Businessman Association was set up. In the first board meeting, Jews constituted 8 of the 13 seats, including the Chairman of the board. Later it became a routine. Therefore, we could see the importance of Jews in the development of economy in Harbin area.

4.Decline of Harbin Jewish community 

However, Since the end of 1920s, the life and economy of Harbin Jewish community had confronted many difficulties, which lead to its decline. First, the Sino-Soviet conflict over the management of the China Eastern Railway affected the economic development of Jewish community. Although the Soviet government declared after the 1917 revolution that, the Soviet Union was willing to transfer the railway to China for free, yet because of foreign influence, the Chinese government did not acknowledge the Soviet Union, but instead signed a contract to run the railway with the Sino-Russia Daosheng Bank. The railway had been under the control of Russian Lieutenant General Horvat, until 1924 when Beijing Pact and Fengtian Pact were signed by the Chinese and Soviet governments, deciding the condominium of the railway. The Chinese National government broke relations with the Soviet Union in 1927, and the CER railway Affair in 1929, caused the termination of the consortium, and the Chinese government retrieved the management of the railway. Such changes engaged more Chinese in the economic development of Northeast China, which, together with the conflicts between China and Sovit Union, greatly affected the Jewish development in the area.

Another reason is the Great Depression started from the New York Stock Market in 1929. This caused severe damages especially to the Jewish firms and fur-dealers doing international trade, especially export to America.

The last reason is the Japanese invasion in 1931 and the foundation of the Manchurian State in 1932. During the warlords period and even after the National government held power in Northeast China in 1928, the Jewish community benefited from a rather free and independent commercial and financial environment. But the Japanese occupation tightened control over the area. Since Japan took control of the CER, tens of thousands of Russians left the railway zone and Harbin, thus the Jewish grocers lost most clients. Meanwhile, the tight economic control policy of the Japanese authority seriously affected the once-active Jewish economy. Many Jews had to move south to Shanghai, Tientsin (Tianjin) or Tsingtao (Qingda). Even worse, since the founding of the Manchukuo, White Russian fascists in Harbin re-exercised anti-Semitism with the support of the Japanese, which forced many Jews to move out. After 1935, the Japanese authority tried to confine anti-Semitism in order to encourage Jewish capital and people to develop Manchuria and improve its relationship with western countries, especially with the United States. They began to change policy towards Jews. For example, from December 1937 to 1939, they supported Jews in all three Far East Jews Conferences. Nonetheless, the Jewish community was already on the decline. 31 Jewish shops were closed from 1932 to the first half of 1939, with a total capital of 1,961,000 dollars. At the same time, the number of Jews dropped to 8,000 in 1935, and to only 5,000 in 1939. The prosperity of Jewish community was gone for all.

With the beginning of the Pacific war in 1941, Jews in Harbin suffered from increasing anti-Semitism, more Jews moved out. After the Soviet Union declared war against Japan on August 8, 1945 and the Soviet army occupied Harbin, the Jewish community was once again destroyed. Many Jewish organizations were banned, and community leader Abraham Kaufman and several other were accused of anti-Soviet espionage with the Japanese, and forced back to the Soviet Union. Harbin Jewish community soon began to disintegrate. Many Jews moved south or abroad,and many Jews moved to Israel or Australia since the foundation of PRC in 1949. Over 2,000 Jews left Harbin from 1950 to 1952. Only 453 Jews stayed Harbin were escorted to the Soviet Union in 1954 and 55. By 1955, there were fewer than a hundred Jews. In 1960 only one synagogue was still open in Harbin, without a Rabbi in charge. With the closing down of this synagogue, the history of Harbin Jewish community came to and end. 

� The Russian courts in 1933 ruled the documents a forgery





