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The Jewish Music, Literature, and Drama Association "YIMALDAG"
Initial Period of "YIMALDAG" (phonetic acronym from the words in Yiddish  - YMLD AG -  meaning The Jewish Music, Literature, and Drama Association)

With the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway at the onset of the Russo-Japanese War, many Jews, particularly those from Russia, arrived in Harbin. 
In 1908, the Jewish population in Harbin reached 6000
.

To satisfy the cultural needs of the Jews, "YIMALDAG" Club was established in the years 1908-1909. 
The club was situated in a large two-story building in Shangpu (meaning shop) St. (todays Huapu St.). On the first floor there was a hall that could hold 350 people, a library, and a reading-room.

After its opening "YIMALDAG" became a gambling hall just like other Russian clubs. One of the rooms on the second floor was used for card games, and was packed day and night. The hall, originally intended for lectures, concerts, and plays, was also filled with gamblers playing “Loto” every night. 
The gamblers included members of the Association and those who paid for admission. Even though it was a time of economic crisis, gambling was very popular in Harbin. Gambling brought in a substantial income for "YIMALDAG". It was a very profitable business. In the first year or so, the "YIMALDAG" Council was able to buy Jewish and Russian books. The Club had an extensive library, which was the first and the only one of its kind in Harbin. But only a very limited number of people used its rich collections of Jewish books. The reading rooms were not well frequented. 
In 1912, Jews who were able to work accounted for 61.55% of the Jewish population, and Jewish school-age children accounted for 23%.

Although "YIMALDAG" Club was well-known, no meaningful cultural work was conducted apart from the purchase of books in its initial 3 to 4 years of operation. The word ‘Cultural’ was only a banner; and the work of the Cultural Committee and Library Committee was in name only for they were running a gambling business. 
Some social activists attempted to persuade the leaders of "YIMALDAG" to stop gambling at the Club and carry out cultural activities, but to no avail, because of the large profits its gambling activity generated.
Rectification of  "YIMALDAG"
Abraham J. Kaufman was born in the Province of Chernihov in Russia, graduated from high school in 1903, studied at the Bern University in Switzerland and participated in the Zionist movement from 1904 through 1908. After graduation he returned to Russia, and promoted Zionism in the Volga and Ural regions. In 1912 he arrived in Harbin, and started to lead Jewish groups where his leadership talents were fully displayed. 
A Kaufman’s contribution to the history of the Jews in the Far East was not to be replaced by anybody else.

On June 10, 1912, 130 people attended the first plenary meeting of the Palestine Association in the Jewish Communal School, where Dr. Kaufman explained the tasks and aims of the Association (that is, Zionism) and read its constitution, and a leadership council was elected. The meeting evoked great interest of the attendees. Dr. Kaufman was elected to the Council. The Palestine Association had carried out active and effective work, which made it the leader of the Jewish communities in Harbin. 
The Association was the center for Zionist movements not only in Harbin but in the whole Far East. Much cultural work was accomplished, including lectures and reports that were held every Saturday
 on topics on Zionism, Jewish literature, history, and so on.

Dr. Kaufman was not merely a talented medical doctor but also a Jewish intellectual learned in history, philosophy, and literature. After he arrived in Harbin in 1912, several members of Zionist organizations and the chairman of "YIMALDAG's" directors committee visited him and invited him to give lectures on such Jewish topics as Jewish literature at the Club. Kaufman gladly accepted their invitation and hoped to lay a foundation for cultural activities at the Club that had become a gambling place.

The first lecture was given at the Club on May 10, 1912, entitled “Morris Rosenfeld-poet of the Jewish isolation ward”, attended by as many as 400 people, including those of Jewish groups, intellectuals, and Zionists. One of the major reasons for the great success of the lecture was that it was on a Jewish topic. On May 19, Kaufman gave a second lecture, entitled “Works of Mendele Mocher Sphorim (Mendele Seller of Books), which was also very well received.

These were the earliest lectures on Jewish topics given in Harbin, and were commented on and reported in detail in Russian press. This encouraged the nationalist Jews and Zionists. Three daily newspapers were then published in Harbin: “Life News”, “The Orient”, and the official paper of the Chinese Eastern Railway the “Manchu News”. 
“Life News”, a comprehensive daily paper, had the longest publication history and commanded a high social standing among Russian newspapers in Harbin. It began publication on Sept. 26, 1907, was originally named “New Life”, and in July 1914 was renamed “Life News”
. Its chief producers were three Jews: E.М. Kliolin, Dr. CP Cherniahovsky , and G.О. Levinsky. The staff were also almost all Jewish. Some Jewish industrial and commercial enterprises contributed materially to the paper. 
Dr. Kaufman decided to take full advantage of the Russian Harbin press. Since May he had articles published on Jewish issues twice a week, explaining topics about Jewish life and Zionism.

Kaufman and others decided to work at "YIMALDAG", so that it would operate according to its principles and constitution. A plenary meeting of the Club was proposed to be held in January 1914. There were a number of people who sided with Kaufman. The plan was to submit applications to join "YIMALDAG", so that they would have the right to vote at the meeting. The procedure for admitting new members was as follows: The directorial committee held a meeting to select candidates, and the plenary meeting decided on the list of candidates. In fact from the time the directorial committee selected them as candidates, they were considered as members.

Kaufman and 21 others, who were mostly Zionists and non-partisan social activists, submitted applications to join "YIMALDAG" Together with their supporters within the Association they amounted to 55 to 60 people, which could make a significant opposition faction at the plenary meeting. They made very careful preparations.

All were present at the plenary meeting on Jan. 19. It was a great surprise that none of the 22 applicants were selected as candidates at the meeting of the directorial committee, which obviously intended to prevent the applicants from becoming candidates at the plenary meeting. Members of the Association were indignant, because the 22 included some famous social activists.

Due to the lack of cultural activities, work summaries provided by the steering committee were strongly criticized: the Club was virtually a gambling place; the Library was not well supplied; there were no subscriptions to Jewish newspapers and only 240 rubles of the 1800 rubles appropriated for the purchase of books and newspapers in 1913 were actually used for such a purpose. In contrast, card reserves were sufficient for many years to come.

28 members submitted a written request for an explanation why the 22 applicants still had not been accepted into the Association. The 28 members requested that new members be accepted on the spot at the plenary meeting, because according to Article 47 of the Constitution the plenary meeting could accept new members. Thus all 22 were accepted into the Association.

A week later when the plenary meeting resumed, the opposition achieved a complete victory. A new 9-person directorial committee was elected, 7 of which were opponents, and Kaufman was elected the chairman.

Most of the members on the directorial committee were Zionists, who immediately started to transform "YIMALDAG" into a Jewish cultural center. The Association had everything it needed: its own building, a spacious hall, stage, library and funds. The new directorial committee did the following to change "YIMALDAG" 
1) Accept new members, as half of the gamblers in the Club were members and the other half were frequent or occasional comers who wanted to persuade the members to transform the Club into a gambling place. 
2) Request admissions for plays and concerts. 
3) Reduce games and time for gambling. Playing “Lotto” was ill advised, in that the players were the poor lower class, such as women workers, shop assistants, and servants. "YIMALDAG" stipulated that “Lotto” could be played on only 3 days of the week, that the Club was to be closed Friday evenings (no gambling at all that evening), and that gambling was forbidden after 2 am (the Club was closed at 2 am). The director on duty was in charge of enforcing the closing. 
Initially there were protests resulting in the beating of the director on duty. At times the director had to call the police for help. Regrettably the government of that time did not forbid gambling at clubs. ""YIMALDAG"" by itself could not forbid it, and could only reduce games and time. 
4) Restrict entry into the Club. Without introduction by 2 members no one was allowed to enter. Though gamblers were enraged by the rule, they had to give in.

III. Cultural Activities Hosted by "YIMALDAG"

While changing the nature of "YIMALDAG", Kaufman and others set out to organize cultural activities. 
1) A literature discussion was held every Wednesday, and Kaufman and L.G Koltunov (, the president of the Jewish School, were the main speakers. The first discussion took place on March 5, 1914, where Kaufman gave a speech entitled 'Works of Sholom Aleichem. 
2) The discussions were open to all but non-""YIMALDAG"" members had to pay 10 Gobies to be admitted. Many Jewish intellectuals and youth were attracted to the discussions. 
3)  A speech was given every Sunday on a Jewish topic. Most of the time Kaufman gave the reports, sometimes in Russian and other times in Yiddish. 
4) Plays and concerts were performed, and evenings that celebrated Jewish holidays and historical events were held. For instance, Jewish plays adapted from works of Sholom Aleichem and other writers were performed. These activities requested a small admission such as 75, 50, or 30 Gobies.

From 1915 some “Bund
” followers started to follow Kaufman and others (they appeared as a Yiddish sect), and took an active part in the cultural work of “""YIMALDAG""”.

At the "YIMALDAG" plenary meeting in 1915 Kaufman once again was elected chairman of the directorial committee, which by now consisted only of Zionists. 
"YIMALDAG" carried out even more cultural activities. The Library was better supplied, and the patronage increased.

IV. The End of "YIMALDAG" Books.
During the 3 years or so when Kaufman headed "YIMALDAG", cultural life returned to the Club. After the breakout of the First World War, Kaufman became the chairman of the Relief for Jewish Refugees of War in Europe Committee, and so had to give up work at "YIMALDAG" The leadership of the Club fell in the hands of Zion Labor Party, and later a struggle for control ensued between the Party and the “Bund” followers. The leadership was transferred from one sect to another. 
In 1917, “Bund” made "YIMALDAG" into a stronghold for its struggle against Zion Labor Party and Zionism.

The Chinese government forbade the activities of the Club in 1925. No plenary meeting was held to liquidate their assets, and one of the directors on the last directorial committee was appointed to tend the remaining assets.

80 people jointly appealed to the Harbin Jewish Religious Congregation (HJRC) and requested the use of the "YIMALDAG" Library books to build a Jewish public library. Since the end of 1927 negotiations were carried on with the Jewish Religious Congregation (JRC), the Zionist organizations, and "YIMALDAG" Committee on the transfer of books to a Jewish Pubic Library, even if for a temporary use of 2 years. The Zionist organizations agreed to transfer 3500 books, though "YIMALDAG" Library was still open. "YIMALDAG" Committee made no reply, secretly decided to send the books to Birobijan . The decision was reached by 9 or 10 people without holding a plenary discussion.

The books of "YIMALDAG" Library were stored in the new hall.

Members of the former "YIMALDAG" Council led by Zirkis-Lifshitz, a “Bund” leader, and former "YIMALDAG" member decided to remove the books at 10 am on May 12, 1929. 
At 11 a.m. the chair of JRC, A. H. Kaufman, and his secretary A. C. Izgur came to inquire about it, and Zirkis-Lifshitz said that they were moving the books to the warehouse o thef Soviet merchant fleet and then shipping them to Birobijan. 
A group of Jewish students acted to block this move, claiming no one had the right to move books belonging to the Harbin Jewish community without the decisions and consent of the plenary meeting. The young people drove away the book movers, locked the storage rooms, carried the keys off, and stationed guards by the rooms. 
On the same day, Kaufman called a meeting of religious congregations, where representatives of 14 Jewish organizations were present, a resolution was passed that without a written permit of the former "YIMALDAG" Council chair M. B. Kefman and HJR chair A. H. Kaufman not a single book was to be removed, and the signed written decision was presented to the leader the group holding the books.
After the attempt to move the books to Birobijan failed, 13 people led by Lifshitz  who proclaimed themselves members of the former Council, held a secret meeting, proclaimed it a plenary meeting, and elected a liquidation committee. 
A few days later, they held another meeting that was attended by only 9 people, 6 former Council members and 3 former supervisory committee members. Some requested a report of the whereabouts of "YIMALDAG"’s assets. Lifshitz convinced everybody that they should move the books to Birobijan first and then make a summary report. Only 4 agreed, and 5 declined saying that they should first summarize and then decide how to deal with the assets and books. As a result, their plan to move the books to Birobijan failed.

HJRC continued to fight for the books of "YIMALDAG" Library. A plenary meeting of former "YIMALDAG" members, called by Jewish Community Committee, was held on May 25, 1929, and 80 attended. A. H. Kaufman was elected the chair of the meeting. In his report Kaufman described the negotiations between JRC and "YIMALDAG" Council on transferring books to a Jewish Public Library and the attempts of "YIMALDAG" Council to have the books and moved to Birobijan.

JRC and the 14 Jewish organizations unanimously opposed the manner in which the "YIMALDAG" Council dealt with public assets. A resolution was unanimously passed: 
1) Solemn opposition to the idleness of "YIMALDAG". As a matter of fact, in the past few years the several former Council members failed to call plenary meetings, to report assets of the Association, or to care about the fortune of the books. 
2) They were self-proclaimed members of the Council because of the following: their term had ended a few years ago, and during the years they did not make any arrangements for the assets of the Association. 
3) "YIMALDAG" Library should be combined with the Library opened by JRC. 
4) To deal with the transfer of former "YIMALDAG" books, the meeting selected a committee composed of 5 former members. 
5) If they continued to proclaim themselves "YIMALDAG" Council members and prevented the enforcement of the resolution, the meeting entitled JRC to sue them.
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