Harbin – so many sounds concur in one accord.

Harbin – so many thoughts converge on this one word.

HARBIN

1945 - 1952

By Galya Katz (Volobrinsky)-Gaotzi Li, Mechanical Engineer

Harbin – my city, the first one I remember. I lived there. I grew there. I ripened there. I studied

there, and all my achievements I owe to her. It was a fountainhead of culture and art, of trade and industry, of initiative and venture and inspiration. A fusion of Confucius and Marx. A pledge of life, full of content and exuberance…It stands there more than a hundred years – a crossroad of a mighty waterway and a long road forged in steel. It brought prosperity to China's North Eastern frontier, a fruit of Russian genius and the endless diligence and grit of a hardy Chinese jiang. The swing of its progress continues to grow and expand beyond the horizon of the future.

I spent my formative 25 years in Harbin. My life was saturated with vibrant emotions and ever

new experiences -- at times joyous, at times grim, but always quivering and pulsating.

Then came August, 1945. It was a turning point – for me and for the whole of North Eastern

China..

An historic note

1. 08,08.1945 USSR declares war on Japan and enters NE China. Immediately work

begins on broadening the gauge of the Chinese railway tracks to the USSR specifications.

2. 11.08.1945 Commander-in-chief of the Chinese forces, Zhu-de, signs a counter

offensive order. 3. 09 – 17.08.1945 The Japanese Guang-dong army routed.

4. 14.08.1945 Agreement reached on the Chinese Chang-chun Railway.

5. 02.09.1945 Japan capitulates. 6. Liberation of NE China (Manchuria) from the 13-year- long Japanese occupation (1932 – 1945).

7. Renewal of exploitation of the Chinese Chang-chun Railway.

The end of the Japanese occupation

During the Japanese occupation, especially as of 1938, we, the Soviet citizens, were deprived

of the right to study and work. Students were expelled from schools, even conservatories. We were held in complete isolation.

With the end of the Japanese occupation in the second half of August, 1945, all the doors flung open. My father, Dr. M.S. Volobrinsky and two other physicians were released from the Japanese prison. By miraclethey were not shot or exterminated by typhus inoculation, as was widely practised in the Japanese prisons. My sister and I were at last enabled to study and work.
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I begin to work for the Chinese Chang-chun Railway

On October 2, 1945 I began to work for the Chinese Chang-chun Railway Administration. After having passed written and oral examinations by a special translations committee, I was assigned to serve at the Commercial Department as a Russian-Chinese-Russian secretary-interpreter. Such examinations were held annually and were compulsory for all the translators. The CCR dealt with the following tasks and projects: 1. Reconstruction and maintenance of the railway tracks, bridges, etc., damaged during the fighting;

2. Building up of the CCR employees personnel;

a) engineer-specialists from USSR;

b) local railway specialists and other employees and workers;

c) Chinese specialists and employees.

3. Preparatory courses for the ever insufficient Chinese employees.

4. Continuous functioning of the railway

5. Promotion of the production and profit rates of the railway and its economy.

This was a history-forging period, of which I was not a passive observer, but an active participant. I

became a sort of a link between the Soviet and the Chinese Administrations, and the Soviet specialists and their Chinese counterparts.

The resurrection of the Harbin Polytechnic Institute (HPI)

In December 1945 the famous Harbin Polytechnic Institute was reopened for all those who wanted to receive engineering and technical higher education. The following departments were opened: building engineering; electromechanical; economic (transport); sinology (economic); mining and chemical engineering, which were later transferred to Dalnii (Dalyan). 

The top-level programs were tailored to train the future employees of the Railway administration and other strategic engineering and industrial enterprises of the country. The HPI was initially headed by the colonel of the Engineering Corps, Ojigov, and, subsequently, lieutenant colonel Sedykh. The head of the tutoring department was Professor Grigorovich.

My sister, Irina Moiseyevna Volobrinsky, was appointed to head the personnel department, which immediately began to mobilize the tutoring contingent of the HPI. The instructors were all of the top-level old generation professors, who taught at the HPI since it was first established in the 1920's, until 1935, when  the Japanese authorities closed it for the foreign presence. Now, with the Japanese being out, many hundreds (over 2000) of new students, mostly Russians, but also Chinese, Jews and other nationalities, filled the class rooms of all the faculties. The tutoring was in Russian. Those, who did not know the language entered the preparatory faculty, established especially for their adaptation, learned the rudiments of the Russian language and other subjects and then were transferred to their regular studies. Most of them graduated from the HPI holding engineering degrees of various profiles.

Simultaneously with the engineering faculty, the Eastern-Economic faculty was established, where Chinese language and other sinology disciplines were taught. Here, many instructors were old-time Chinese residents, amongst them first-rank Chinese and Russian sinologists and economists. Study of the Chinese language was compulsory. 
The Chinese Preparatory Faculty

Thousands of Chinese students studied at the Preparatory Faculty established for those whose knowledge of the Russian language was insufficient for effective studies. Gradually the Institute absorbed more and more Chinese students, who, after having graduated from the Preparatory faculty, continued with their studies at the regular engineering faculties.

My sister combined her work as the Personnel Department Director with teaching engineering drafting and drawing at the preparatory faculty. I enclose here copies of the warm letters of gratitude, sent to her by many Chinese students on various occasions (holidays, birthdays, etc.), thanking her for her relentless efforts to help them. I treasure these letters to this very day.

My Studies at the HPI

I began my studies in the mechanical faculty of the HPI in 1945. As I have already related, my studies were combined with my working in the Chinese Chang-chun Railway administration in the capacity of a secretary-interpreter. Those were long days of work and stress (from 7.30 to 14.30), and studying at the evening courses of the HPI (from 15.00 to 21.00). It was not at all easy, but we worked and studied enthusiastically and one completed the other. In such a way we could support and even upkeep our families. Our spirits were high and we looked into the future with assuredness characteristic of the young. The HPI was housed in a beautiful building on the Pravlenskaya Street corner Sadovaya, close to the CCR offices and the "Jelsob" (The Railway Assembly Hall, which also included a prestigious club and a spacious concert hall). The campus territory accommodated administration premises, workshops and laboratories. Our classrooms were spacious and full of light, sufficient to accommodate a large number of students. Un failing presence of the students was compulsory. Were a student to miss two lectures, he was strictly reprimanded by the director of the Institute and warned that his third absence may mean his expulsion from the Institute. Coming late for studies was also accountable and registered. As studies progressed, a part of the students dropped off: some left the Institute by choice, some were expelled for missing lessons or falling behind. At the end of my first academic year our class lost half of its students (9 out of 19). Not everyone could go through 14-15 hours of strained work, in addition to kilometers of walking (no money for tram tickets) to and from work and the Institute, especially on slippery sidewalks, late in the evening, during the freezing Harbin winters. The curriculum was immense. To successfully graduate from our faculty one had to pass at least 60 major examinations during the four years of studies (see attachments). I also feel it my pleasant duty to attach a list of our splendid professors, especially those, who taught me at the mechanical faculty. As a result of belligerent activities in Manchuria, many thousands of kilometers of railway track were destroyed or damaged. During the combined Soviet-Chinese management of the Chinese Chang-chun Railway during the 1945 – 1952 period enormous rehabilitation work was done along the 455 kms. of the main route of the CCR: 191 kms of automatic blocking facilities. 2,600 cargo carriages were built or repaired. Additional 5150 cargo carriages, 943 passenger carriages, 517 locomotives were built or repaired and 153,000 sq. m. of living area were rehabilitated.(O.B. Borisov, B.G Goloskov: "Soviet-Chinese Relationship", published by "Mysl",

1977). In the meantime, the ever growing Chinese civil war violence could not but reflect on the work of the CCR In May, 1948 all Soviet specialists were ordered to temporarily leave CCR and to return to the USSR. The head of the Commercial Services, engineer-major Zaharchenko insisted that I, too, should temporarily leave for Russia. Evidently he knew what he was talking about: after their departure a number of interpreters were shot by the Kuomintang. It was only by miracle that I escaped.

My work in CCR as an economist

In 1949 I was transferred to the Economics Department of the CCR: goods circulation, tariffs, rates, onthly index, price increases, amortization of the railway stock (inventory), etc. There were also some senior workers, veterans of the former KVJD (Chinese Eastern Railway). Gradually, more and more Chinese employees appeared in our offices. They were very diligent, quick-to-grasp and ardent to master the new profession, which they have at an amazingly short period of time. I was given an additional task to come to work three times a week one hour earlier (at 6.30 a.m.) to teach the new employees (in Chinese) the rudiments of the locomotive functioning, platforms for coal loading, etc., as well as economics. At the time there were very few Chinese specialists. It was necessary to teach thousands of people for their work on the railroad and other professions. There were thousands of instructors and technical workers. During the first two years since the establishment of the China People's Republic, 12 Russian Language Institutes were established where five thousand students were taught ("The People's China", vol. 4 # 1-8, p. 19) The Russian language was taught in all the Preparatory faculties of all the universities, and in all the schools throughout the NEChina, Peking, and other cities. The organization of the education system was especially significant at the central and secondary courses and in the HPI, which reopened in 1945. Subsequently, many thousands of Chinese qualified engineers and technologists became the backbone of the Chinese labor class the North East. Russian specialists also helped to restore many industrial enterprises which serviced the CCR. From 1949 many young engineers and students (numerous Jews included) actively participated in this undertaking. In 1950, after graduating from the HPI, the young engineers were given an opportunity to begin practising their profession . They had no problem to find work. The country was in dire need of technicians, be it at the CCR, or at its auxiliary and other industrial bodies in all parts of China.

My work in the Economic Planning Department of the CCR

The HPI supplied the graduated young engineers with a list of possible employment possibilities within and outside the framework of the CCR. Most of us coveted employment at the economic planning department, the heart and the brain of the Railway Administration. But alas! we were many, and there was only one vacancy. A competition was arranged. We were supposed to prepare a plan for transport of the cargo flow of the main cargoes (soya beans, grain, coal, timber and iron ore) along and across the CCR network. One had to know birthplaces and mining centers of the different kinds of coal (anthracite, bituminous, etc) in the North Eastern provinces, related to their targets (heating, processing, etc.), location of the metallurgical works, chemical industry, etc. I won the competition, perhaps because of my knowledge of the Chinese language  My subsequent work at the Economic-planning Department of the CCR was highly interesting and thrilling. All work of the CCR was done based on the research performed by our department: calculation of the number of locomotives, carriages, fuel and manpower needed daily for transportation of given amount of cargo. I received annual bonuses, prizes and awards, as well as management citations (by the CCR General manager, Grunichev and his deputy, Song Li-gan), which qualified advancement. This, naturally, only increased the zeal for additional effort.

Harbin – the city of engineers

We are grateful to our alma mater, Harbin Politechnic Institute. We are grateful to our outstanding professors and lecturers for their instilling in our hearts love for the precision sciences, for their patiently bringing us up to become good, knowledgeable engineers. We are grateful to our HPI for acquiring good professions which enabled us to be well off and live a life full of content, satisfaction and creativity. Engineer creates. He builds the world. He is called to improve things, to discover things, and make them perfect. He comes to a desert, and the desert comes to life. Now it is covered with a network of roads and railways. New cities are built, new gardens are planted, new tillage is furrowed by tractors. Life becomes beautiful. I, as well as other engineers graduated from the HPI, were lucky to participate in the building of the New, Free China, and, later, in the creation of the Resurrected Israel. We proudly bear the banner of the HP wherever we happen to live.

The HPI engineers' contribution in the up-building of Israel

It took Israel no longer than half a century to transform from an arid desert into a flourishing, highly developed, advanced country, capable to share its experience in many scientific and technological areas with other countries. Here, too, our Harbin engineers can be credited with no small portion of achievement. Below is an incomplete list of outstanding engineers, graduated from HPI: Leonfried Heiman, Calman Slutzker, Meir Lozar (Losser), who transformed a backward railway of the then tiny land, equipped with obsolete locomotives and cars, working with no precise schedule, i.e. subject to constant and unpredictable delays (an inheritance of the British mandate administration) – into a powerful railway network, equipped with diesel engines and a +/- minute delays, serving a greater part of the country.

We see our Harbin engineers manning the leading positions in other branches of Israel's economy: Alexander Abramov of the Israel Water Works "Mekorot"; Emmanuel Ingerman of the Haifa Technion; Izhak Losser a leading builder of the Haifa port; Zelda Henkin-Friedman, a highway building engineer; Leon Nahemson of Israel Telephone Industry; Arieh Bursuk of the Israel Electric Company, engineers Leka Madorsky, Paul Boltiansky, Leonard Lamin, Mark Schifrin – all of them helped bring about the development of Israel. My apologies go those whom I failed to mention. In 1956 I was invited to establish and head the technical information service of the Tel Aviv Production Institute. In this capacity I worked for many years as a consultant-engineer of the Scientific Information Center, Scientific Council of Research and Development, as well as lecturing on scientific-technological information subjects.

My heart is filled with joy when I see how widely is the solar energy exploited in Israel, how high is the standard and the caliber of the Israeli production. Very often, having received data from all over the world in many languages, it was I and my staff who supplied the initial vital technical information about the use of materials, and systems and methods of their application in the given area. Letters of gratitude from numerous enterprises may attest to it.

The saga of the HPI Jewish engineers, who contributed to the construction and development of Israel and the New China, is yet to fill many volumes of research and assessment.

Conclusion

I am grateful to the Chinese people for my happy childhood in Harbin, for their friendship and help and understanding during the 14-year-long Japanese occupation, for the seven years of creativity and tenor that followed, for my student years in the HPI, for my work with the Chinese Chang-chun Railway Administration, for my ripening and achievements, no matter how modest
.

I am grateful for the bedrock upon which I could build my future life in Israel, the land of my foirefathers, I am also thankful to the Social Science Academy of the Heilongjiang Province headed by Professor Qui Wei and other distinguished professors for having found it necessary to depict the traces of the intellectual initiative and relentless activity of the Jews in developing a land, once waste and barren: Dong-Bei – the North Eastern borderland of China, in creating the city of Harbin and other cities and towns and settlements of this blessed land.

I am also deeply satisfied by my minute bit of help as an engineer-economist in the development of the Chinese Chang-chun Railway during its first seven years of existence, and that of my sister, Irina Moiseevna Volobrinsky, as a teacher and the head of the personnel department of the CCR, to say nothing about the many years' work of my father Moisei Samuilovich Volobrinsky, in the KVJD central hospital and, later, CCR hospital as a physician, who fought, together with other physicians, against the tuberculosis, cholera and other epidemics outbreaks in the area. I

It remains for me only to wish our beloved Harbin, the city of our youth, our victories, our growth and our bloom --

To grow and rise

To touch the skies,

And now and then

Remember us.

(From the Russian: Emmanuel Pratt)
