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THE GERMAN JEWS OF HARBIN

– A HAVEN IN TROUBLED TIMES
It is a pleasure to be given the opportunity to return to this town, Harbin, which accepted us, when we came here as fugitives in 1939. We were approximately hundred and fifty émigrés from Germany, who came here to a strange language, a strange culture, a different way of life. For many of us Harbin became "a new home", that staid with us for all our life.
The very title of this paper arouses a basic problem: Were these émigrés "German Jews" or "Jewish German? The German Jewish professor Victor Klemperer, "… steadfastly refused to accept the identity of a non-German …that the regime and increasing numbers of his neighbors wanted to force upon him… Klemperer comes to tell Germany today, that the Jews were Germans, perhaps the best Germans, maybe even the last Germans, for they were the ones who were not Nazis" [in: O. Bartov, Germany's War and the Holocaust, Ithaca/London 2003, 215; from V. Klemperer, Ich will Zeugnis ablegen bis zum letzten. Tagebücher 1933-1941, Darmstadt: WB, 1998].
Thus, many would have considered themselves to be Jewish Germans, who brought with them German expertise, German medicine, German music, language and culture. Since Jewish assets in Germany had been largely expropriated, financial investments by them were minimal.

It seems necessary to say few words about the reason that in the end compelled these people to leave Germany. Cornelia Hecht recently noted in her excellent dissertation [C. Hecht, Deutsche Juden und Antisemitismus in der Weimarere Republik, Bonn, 2003, p. 97]: "Anti-Semitism had been part of the daily life of German Jews, notwithstanding their emancipation… these Jews apparently took no, - or well-nigh no, - notice of the anti-Semitism as long as it was limited to the social sphere, and did not impinge on the juridical-political or economic spheres". But when the Nazis came to power, the situation was altered drastically. Eighty percents of Germany's 600,000 Jews were citizens, the rest were mostly people from Eastern Europe, with permanent resident status in Germany. Many of these had already been born in Germany.
Jews could be found in all walks of life, as farmers, tailors, seamstresses, factory hands and small-business owners. In 1937-1938 the German government set out to impoverish Jews by requiring them to register their property and then by "Aryanizing" Jewish businesses. This meant that Jewish workers, managers, etc. were dismissed, and the ownership of most Jewish businesses, doctors and dental practices, lawyers offices were taken over by non-Jewish Germans ("Aryanized") who bought them at bargain prices fixed by Nazis. Jewish doctors were forbidden to treat non-Jews and Jewish lawyers were not permitted to practice law. At the annual party Nürenberg rally held in Nürenberg in 1935, the Nazis arranged new laws, which institutionalized many of the racial theories prevalent in Nazi ideology. The Nürenberg laws excluded Jews from Reich citizenship (and forbade sex with, - or marriage to persons of "German or related blood"). As a "Jew" or "Mischling" were defined people with between 4 and 1 Jewish grandparent(s). Thus, it became unpleasantly clear that the citizenship of Jews had been "auf Widerruf" ("Subject to recall") [Monika Richarz, Bürger auf Widerruf, München, 1989, 46ff – מ. ביכרץ (עורכת), אזרחים על תנאי, ירושלים 1993].
On February 28, 1933 "The Order for the Defense of "People" ("Volk") and "State" ("Staat") cancelled all basic democratic rights. As part of Hitler's "Synchronization" ("Gleichschaltung") Jews were excluded from public service (government, universities, medicine, education etc.) in all spheres. Between the years 1933-1941, the Nazis aimed to make Germany "Judenrein", by tightening their grip on the rights, properties, businesses and belongings of the Jews; as yet, the Nazis preferred the emigration of Jews. In order to facilitate the emigration and to provide for minimal means of subsistence, the "Hilfsverein deutscher Juden" was founded (in 1933). People needed not only financial help, but also, primarily, help in finding nations that would be ready to accept them. This was an increasing of difficult task.
"In the late 1930's, when the Jews of Germany and Austria were in great danger, Palestine was closed to them. …not only that, but Britain "put pressure on the German, Greek, Yugoslav, Bulgarian and Turkish governments not to allow "illegal" immigrants into Palestine". (By "illegal" the British meant those not included in the "List of Immigrants" according to the Shaw Commission of 1929, or the [Hope-Simpson Commission; the Peel C. omission froze immigration at 1936 (12,000 per annum for 5 years) & the "White Paper" of 1939 (75,000 for 5 years). The tragic fate of the 937 passengers of the "St. Louis" in 1939, and of 750 Jewish immigrants fleeing from Hitler's war against them on the "Struma" in 1941, show only part of the problem. The "National Origins Act" (1924) reduced the quota of immigrants to the U.S. from the 1921's law census (from 3% to 2% of the census 1890). The Act was meant to discriminate against eastern Europeans. This law was only repealed 1n 1965. Humanly, the tragic fate of Max Schohl best illustrates this dilemma: to stay or leave a country he knew and loved, a status that had been attained. [Df. In David Clay Large, And The World Closed Its Doors. The Story of one Family Abandoned to the Holocaust, N.–Y.: Basic Books, 2003].
News of the impending catastrophe reached China on December 1, 1933, with the arrival of a group that included members of the victims of the "First Wave" of Hitler's "Gleichschaltung": physicians, scientists and professors. Their arrival came soon after the Kaspe Case in Harbin; not the murder of a talented young man posed a problem for the Jewish community, but the lenient sentencing of the kidnappers that showed up the close cooperation between the Japanese authorities and the dangerous criminal element of white-Russian anti-Semites. It would be most imprudent for me to speak of the Japanese aggression in Manchuria (Harbin was captured on February 5) and Manchuria was declared independent on February 18, 1932.
"As evidence of growing anti-Semitism accumulated in the north, the Jewish community began to look for ways to defuse the situation". Through contacts to the Japanese officials in Shanghai, leaders of the Jewish community tried to get in touch with authorities in Manchu-Kuo [Marcia Reynders Ristaino, Port of Last Resort. The Diaspora Communities of Shanghai. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford U. Pr., 2001]. N. E. B. Ezra, editor of "Israel's Messenger", traveled to Japan to meet the Japanese Vice-minister of Foreign Affairs, Shigamitsu Mamoru. At their meeting, Ezra suggested that Manchu-Kuo might take-in 50,000 immigrants, who would participate in the development of the country. "The Japanese official replied with hesitation, claiming that Manchu-Kuo faced many problems and that the proposed movement was too big for the present. Shigemitsu stressed, however, that no restrictions would be placed on individuals wishing to settle in Manchu-Kuo".
This presentation of the facts is not quite accurate,. as G. F. Zakharova showed in a fairly recent study.

"The Japanese government in any way possible furthered the settlement of "reservists" (demobilized Japanese), Japanese and Koreans settlers, while introducing strict quotas for Chinese immigrants. As to the settlement of Jewish refugees in Manchuria, a similar idea had been discussed earlier by Sun Fo, the son of SunYatsen with Jacob Berglas and was rejected by the Chongping government as "impractical" and "premature".
On December 18, 1933 Vladimir Kislitsin had established the Bureau of Russian Emigrant Affairs (BREM) under Japanese auspices [Viktor Usov, Poslednij Imperator Kitaia, 1906-1967, Moskva: Olma Press, 2003, 198-250, gives a rather different account]. The Russian leaders emphasized the fact that the committee was the officially endorsed body of the white Russian community…". As Japan began to adopt a more and more expansive political, economic, and military strategy in China, based in Manchudi-Kuo", the Japanese became interested in "finding ways to centralize their influence and control over the Jews with BREM serving as a role model. "According to one astute observer, in 1937 the Japanese approached Dr. Abraham Kaufman, president of the Hebrew Association of Harbin, asking him to organize an umbrella organization of Hebrew associations in China and Japan. Dr. Kaufman complied with this "offer that he could not refuse", both in order to win Japanese support for "diminishing the rampant Anti-Semitism inspired by White Russians in Harbin. Even more important, Kaufman hoped to persuade the Japanese to offer protected areas for settlement by Jews fleeing Nazi Europe". [Ristaino 148f 153]. Thus, the "Jewish National Council of the Far East" at the close of the final conference in December 1939, Chairman Kaufman signed a petition to the Japanese minister, Abe Nobuyuki, expressing his gratitude for the protection without prejudice that the Japanese authorities had given Jews in East Asia." [Iris Chang, "The Rape of Nanking. The Forgotten Holocaust of World War II", Penguin Books, 1997]. The settlement plan failed, both because of active aggressive Japanese activity against China (The battle of Nanking, August-13 - December 1938) and the Soviet Unit (July 11-August10, 1938; Halkingol and at Lake Hassan), and because the Jews of America, led by the president of the American Jewish Congress, Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, refused to give any support, financial or political, to enemies of America. But Dr. Kaufman saw the necessity of counter-acting the danger stemming from the newly signed "Agreement on Cultural Cooperation" between Japan and Germany. Certainly, it would have endangered all Jews of the Far East if an anti-Japanese policy had been adopted by the Jewish organizations of the Far East [Ristaino 150f]. On December 6, 1938, the Japanese minister of foreign affairs, Prince Konoe Fumimaro, adopted at a five ministers meeting three "articles" clarifying the Japanese position on the Jewish issue. First, Japan repudiated Nazi Germany's extreme Anti-Semitic policy. Secondly, treating Jews (including those of Manchu-Kuo and China) in a fair manner; thirdly, Japan wished to maintain, now and also in the future, good relation with the U.S.A. "This policy statement was transmitted to Japanese official installations abroad and no doubt was influential in decisions of Sugihahra and officials in Japan's Moscow embassy and Japanese consulates to interpret Tokyo's pronouncement as favoring the issuing of transit visas to fleeing Jews". Among the many that benefited from the policy adopted by the Harbin Hebrew Spiritual Society (HEDD) were a number of Jews from Berlin and other parts of Germany. These were specialists in certain professions that the Manchu-digo authorities believed to be of use for the state, such as doctors, dentists, engineers, furriers, musicians, foreign language teachers, lawyers and small-enterprise owners. For them part of the problem had been the necessity to receive an official invitation; this received, they had to find a ship to Shanghai. The next step was to find funds for the tickets after the families assets had been "frozen" by the authorities. After October 1938 German passports lost their validity, unless been brought to the "Paβbehörde" to be stamped with a big red "J"; this made Jewish emigrants immediately recognizable as such. While the disembarkment in Shanghai was simple, it was necessary to receive a Japanese visa to Dalien (then, Dairen); from there to Harbin. The immigrants had to wait for a visa to enter Manchudi-Kuo. In our case we had to wait for three long months for the Manchurian visa. It was thanks to the generosity of the Jewish community of Dairen and the efforts of the Harbin Jewish Community especially its president, Dr. Kaufman, that we found a new home in Harbin.
