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Charitable Activities of Harbin Jewish Association (HJA)

In 1903 in Harbin, the center for the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway, the Jewish Association was registered. Its official registered name was Harbin Jewish Religious Association, with a membership of close to 500
, which was not a small number compared with other places of the Far East. For instance, in 1910 Vladivostok had 267 Jews, Nikolayevsk had 358, while Khabarovsk had 610
.

In accordance with tradition in the beginning one of the major activities of the Association was charity, which not only served its members but benefited non-member groups as well. 

The Japan-Russia War became the first touchstone for their charitable activities. As some of the Russian soldiers fighting in Manchuria were Jewish, HJA conductedreligious rites for them. Besides, they tended the wounded and helped bury the dead in the cemetery reserved particularly for Jewish soldiers by the authorities of the Chinese Eastern Railway Bureau.

After the War an increasing number of Jews rushed into Manchuria, because a new series of wars and massacres occurred in Russia. A lot of Jews decided to leave their homes and immigrated to Manchuria. The Jewish soldiers fighting in Manchuria also preferred to remain in Harbin and enjoy the comprehensive residential rights offered to them. 

It was HJA that provided initial help and support for the newcomers, and regularly assisted the poor, the old, and the handicapped.

In 1906 HJA founded Women's Charity Assocations, which aimed at helping Jewish women from Russia. They provided clothes, some money, wood, and coal when necessary, and also helped poor Jewish families to pay rents, repay bank loans, or pay tuition for their children. The expenses were covered by membership fees and donations. On average a Women's Charity Assciation helped about 200 families.

Jewish Free Soup Kitchens were opened in Harbin in July 1907, and all the needy were welcome. Shortly afterwards the Jewish Public Library was established , which boasted 13,000 books of all kinds by 1912iii. In order to help small businessmen, craftsmen, and enterpreneurs, a Charity was founded in 1913 whose main activity was to provide provided zero-interest loans for the poor. Such diverse and comprehensive charitable activities were far beyond those done by Jewish groups in Siberia and other areas of the Far East, where due to all sorts of restrictions and police surveillance they were not only deprived of opportunities to carry out charity-like activities but had their own existence endangered. This was why Harbin gradually became a haven of peace for the Jews of the Far East.
During the First World War, the Jewish population increased quickly. In 1915 the government decided to adopt more lenient policies for Jews to immigrate, and consequently a great number of Jews fled from violence, poverty, and denial of human rights and rushed to the United States. Because of the on-going battles in West Russia, Harbin became one of the important transfer stations for Russian Jews to immigrate to America. As most immigrants were penniless and had no means to live on, they had to rely on the support of religious brothers and sisters. To help these people, HJA founded an Immigration Committee, which was in charge of receiving and arranging for the refugees to arrive at the other side of the Pacific. This cost about 5000-6000 roubles per monthiv. Soon the American Jewish Immigration Association established an Immigration Bureau in Harbin to serve the refugees who fled Siberia and the Far Eeast to transfer to unite with their relatives and friends in America. The Bureau consisted of not only delegates from HJA but representatives from every Jewish group that appeared after the Feburary Revolution. The Bureau set up branches in Yerkucik (phonetic trans, Иркутск) and Fladivostok (Владивосток)v. After the signing of the Versailles Peace Pact, the American Jewish Immigration Association moved their activities to Europe, and the Immigration Bureau in Harbin was reorganized to become the Far East Information Bureau for Jewish War Casualties.

When the domestic wars in Russia caused news floods of refugees, HJA provided tremendous help for them. The Far East Information Bureau assisted refugees to find their American relatives and friends and receiving news about those who left behind in the home country. Since the Far East was separated from Soviet Russia in 1920, in order to establish connection between refugees and their families in Russia, the Far East Information Bureau-Harbin Branch and Yerkucik (Иркутск) jointly set up a correspondence transfer station in Mongolia which was in charge of transferring letters to Russiavi.

Up to 1920 altogether 2500 Jews escaped from the wars and massacres and landed in America with the help of the above institutionsvii.

The Jews in Harbin sympathized greatly with their fellow Jews who stayed in Russia and suffered ill fate and pain. Their charitable activities that relieved the victims of the massacres and famine of 1921 were remarkable in history. Representatives from 22 different Jewish sects formed the Far East Jewish Public Association for Relieving Orphans and Victims of Massacres, which took the responsibility for raising funds for an orphanage in Harkof (phonetically trans, Харь​ков), which had nearly 500 orphans.

They also organized the “Aid for Massacre Victims Ten-Days” and the “Food and Materials Donation Week”. In 1921 and 1922 the Jews in Manchuria sent 5 trains of food to the hungry in Russia, each of which was composed of 30 carsviii.

In the 1920s members of HJA increased and charitable activities were more extended. A former Harbiner and expert well-known for his research in history of Russian immigrantion to China, Prof. Meylihof (phonetic trans, профессор Г.В.Мелихова) said, 'HJA started to build the most extensive charity networks that served all nationalities in 1918 through 1920, and Russian immigrants also actively participated in all kinds of charitable activitiesix'.

In 1921 HJA founded a Home for the Aged, which provided residences for the elderly who were widowed or did not have family who could support them. In the beginning they accommodated 25 old people, and in 1934 the number incresed to 84.

A training school was opened in the Jewish Women's Charity Association in 1921, where nearly 40 young women were studying tailoring and sewing for free. To provide free medical services for the poor, HJA established a clinic (Мишмерес Хейлим), and a sanatorium specifically for patients with chronic diseases was opened in 1925. HJA included charity groups in 6 different areas; moreover, they conducted religious activities and cultural education.

An out-patient hospital was opened in Harbin in Nov. 1933 through the efforts of the chairman of HJA, medical Dr. and Prof. А. Kaufman (А.И. Кауфман) and with the help of the members of the Association. The hospital had a total of 24 patient beds, including 10 free ones. It mainly served Jews, but did not refuse to treat any non-Jewish person. The medical staff also took an active part in the struggles against floods and all sorts of infectious diseases.

Along with the “continuous achievements socialist construction” in Russia, HJA had less and less connection with their former countrymen. After the Soviet federal government sold its rights to the Chinese Eastern Railway, the connection fell to virtually none. In the meantime, although anti-religous movements were running high in the late 1920s and early 1930s, HJA helped fellow Jews in Russia a lot. Jews in Harbin were particularly worried about Jewish rabbis in Russia, who were deprived of all rights and subsistence (like followers of other religions). In 1934 HJA organized a fund-raising campaign for rabbis in Russia who lost their rights, and raised $1400. No matter this amount reached the rabbis or not, this was the last well-known event related to Russia.

In its entire history HJA aided Jews in their return to Palestine.

Japan invaded Manchuria in 1931. However, their invasion and the establishment of the puppet Manchu state in 1932 did not affect either the existence or the activities of Jewish communities in Harbin.

In fact Japanese soldiers were governing Manchuria, but they did not formulate any policies concerning the Jews, and treated Jewish communities in the same way they did other ethnic communities.

Despite protests of Germans such treatment continued, and a large number of Jews fled Europe. In March 1938 the first group of Jewish refugees from Europe arrived in Manchuria by way of Russia whose number amounted to 20,000x. At Manchuria just as always the refugees received sympathy and support. The Japanese regime did not interfere at all with the Jewish communities which regularly helped refugees.

Jewish associations in East Asia established special organizations to help their fellow Jewish brothers to escape genocide, particularly refugees from Poland and Lithuania in East Asia; another organization specifically helped refugees from Mid-Europe. These two organizations merged in 1943. Their funds came from mainly Jewish charities in the West, including in particular the American Jewish Union Distribution Committee and also donations from the Far East Jewish Assocation and HJA, the latter being the biggest donor. 77% of the funds were used for food and drink for the refugees, and the rest was used for medical services, shelter, and other thingsxi.

HJA was particularly concerned with the Hongkou Jewish community in Shanghai, which was set up by the Japanese under German pressure in 1943. Honestly speaking, this community was not all similar to the notorious Jewish residential areas in Europe. However, living conditions for the 20,000 Jews there were horrible, medical services were lacking, and sanitation was very bad; the Jewish residents  were also frequently insulted. HJA often raised funds for them, while donations from Jewish associations in America had virtually ceased.

HJA was undergoing a difficult time: membership kept on declining, and activities including charity continued to lessen. Russian armies entered Manchuria on Aug. 17, 1945. A Kaufman, along with other famous activists of Harbin and leaders of other ethnic communities were invited to a reception by the Russian commanders in Harbin, which actually turned out to be arrests and interrogations. Only 16 years later was A Kaufman able to return home. At the same time other members of the Association also suffered miserably. HJA virtually ceased to exist.

When civil wars ended and the communists won in China, a great many Jews immigrated to America and Australia, and even more went to Israel, which had declared itself an independent state.

Jews of Russian nationality from China founded their own organization in Israel in 1951, that is, the Association of Former Residents of Harbin in Israel). It was renamed the Association of Former Residents of China in Israel (IGUD YOTZEI SIN), after immigration was completed. The current leader of the Association is Teddy Kaufman, son of Dr. Kaufman. Teddy is an outstanding role model for being committed to the ideals of his youth and for fulfilling the tradition of friendship and mutual aid. As was stipulated in the HJA Regulations, its task was to 'organize immigrants from the Far East and promote mutual aid and cooperation'.

The Association of Former Residents of China is Israel took advantage of various to organize a series of large-scale charitable activities, such as providing relief for the widowed elderly and former townsfolk who were ill and zero-interest loans and grants-in-aid for students. Grants-in-aid were even awarded to the grandsons and great grandsons of immigrants from China. Worthy of special note was that the funds came from not noly members living in Israel but also former townsmen who were then living in other countries.

Each issue of 'Association of Former Residents of China in Israel Newsletter' encouraged people to 'save the money that could have been used to purchase flowers on holidays' and help the needy as much as they could. Published in every issue was a long list of donors, including the name of the donor, his/her dwelling place, and the amount of the donation, thus continuing the tradition of contributing to funds to commemorate ethnic fellows who had lost their lives.

Generally speaking, all expenses of the Association including those used for journal publication were covered by donations of members and former townsmen.

We very much agree with the head of the research center Russian Jews Overseas, M. Bahamofsky (phonetic trans, М.Пархомовский), who said that 'Immigrants from China were indeed awesome and amazingxii, in that they carried on the valuable Jewish tradition of charity and were united quite strongly by the characteristics of Harbin which had been Russianized early on.'
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