From China to Israel

The "Big Aliah" – the Jewish immigration from China to Israel started in the year 1949 after Israel had become an independent state in May 1948. The immigration slowed down in 1952 and a slower stream of Olim (immigrants continued till 1963 when the old communities for all intent and purpose ceased to exist).
The first ones to depart were the DPs- Displaced Persons and Beitar members

The immigration from China to Israel followed two main routes: Those from Shanghai traveled by sea, Their voyage nearly circled the world. There were three direct sailings from Shanghai to Haifa, two on the “Wooster Victory” and one on the “Anna Salen”. 

"Wooster Victory" first sailed from Shanghai on December 1948 and after a voyage of two months via Cape town docked in Haifa on February 1949 .

Most of the passengers on this ship were Jews from Shanghai and young Pioneers from Harbin who had to make their way to Shanghai from Harbin in order to board the first ship sailing to the just established Jewish State.

The second sea voyage took place on October 1949 also via Cape Town, whilst Anna Salen sailed via the Panama Canal in 1950.

In addition to the Wooster Victory and Anna Salem were other indirect sailings from Shanghai to Haifa. Those journeys required  transfers at several transit ports. Eventually the immigrants arrived in Haifa from Italy on Israeli vessels. 

More or less concurrently, the main immigration from Harbin started. 
Immigrants  from Harbin used several means of transport:. First, 48 hours by train to Tientsin, and then  five days of sailing to Hong Kong  aboard the ” Heinrick Jessen", a Danish Cargo ship converted to carry refugees and finally a 36 hour flight, with stopovers in various countries, to Lod Airport in Israel. This lengthy form of transport was used several times.  In December 1949 Teddy Kaufman stepped on Israeli soil and  I did it, with my parents and two grandmothers in April 1950. I was 12 years old.
The last Jew, Mrs. Hanna  Agra died in 1964 as the only Jew at the home for aged (Moshav - Zkenim) in Harbin.
Absorption in Israel and the establishment of the "Igud"
Jews left China during the final stages of the Chinese civil war, when, as a result of the turmoil, the Chinese economy was in trouble and going through a period of very steep inflation. For the departing Jews, not young any longer (average age over 40) it meant arriving in Israel with very meager financial means, if any, and with no useful profession suitable for a nascent state.
Most immigrants arriving to Israel from the Diaspora , were settled in “maabaroth” – (temporary transit camps that were put up all over Israel to absorb hundred thousands of olim streaming into the country). Immigrants from China found themselves in “Migdal Haemek”, “Ramat Yishai”, “Beit Shearim”, “Atlit”, and “Pardess Hanna”. 

Small groups established agricultural settlements in “Amikam, “Suchmata” and “Kfar Tabor”. 
Housing projects were launched in “Givat Olga” and “Shikun Shanghai”, today known as “Ramat-Hachayal”, an eastern suburb of Tel-Aviv

Israel was going through a very difficult period, absorbing hundreds of thousands of immigrants from around the globe. Social services were stretched to a maximum.
Jewish Communities in China were active in cultural activities. Social life was at its peak and of course Jews were active in business. Many were very involved in Zionist activities, and established youth organizations like Betar and Maccabi.

To maintain their  identity as Jewish minority among Christian bigger minority,  the Jews established their own  schools, hospitals, banks and clubs with theaters for the performing arts, homes for the aged and provided financial assistance to those in need, and of course Synagogues and different  religious services.
That was the background to the immigrants from China decision to emulate in Israel their China model, although on a smaller scale and to provide mutual assistance.

Already In June of 1951 a group of Jewish leaders from several China communities founded, “Igud Olei Sin”,- The Association of Immigrants from China. The name was later changed to “Igud Yotzei Sin”- The Association of Former Residents of China. 

A very small office was rented at Mr. King’s law offices, on Rothschild Boulevard in Tel Aviv

During the initial years of its activities the Igud had branches operating in places with a large concentration of ex- China residents. The largest branches were in Nathanya and Migdal-Haemek. There clubs were active nightly with meetings and social activities .Smaller  branches operated in Ramat-Ishai, Beit-Shearim, Givat-Olga and of course in Tel-Aviv, Haifa, Jerusalem, Ramat-Gan.

Early on, Igud approached the American Far Eastern Society (This organization existed since the 1930’s) for help. This approach resulted in receiving hundreds of “CARE” food parcels which were distributed by the Igud to needy immigrants from China in Israel.

As time went by other former China resident’s organizations were established around the globe  in places like San Francisco, Sydney, Los Angeles, etc. These organizations too offered aid to the Igud in Israel. As a result the Igud began to distribute monthly financial aid and small loans to those in need. This activity is carried on to this very day but on a much larger scale.

On November 1951 convention of the founding committee of the Igud Olei Sin was held in Netanya, There, various institutions within the Igud were established and the functionaries chosen.

Mr. Leo Piastunovich was elected as the first president and remained in this post until his death in 1963.

Mr Boris Kotz was elected to take his position. He remained active until 1971 when he resigned due ill health.
On 1.1.1972  Mr. Teddy Kaufman was  elected as a  president and holds this position to this day. We wish him many-many more years as the President of this important and very active organization.
 Up to 1972 the offices of the Igud moved several times in Tel-Aviv .Finally in  1972 thanks, to a very generous donation by the Ponve family, two adjacent apartments were purchased on 13 Gruzenberg Street in the South of Tel-Aviv. The apartments were remodeled to provide a small meeting hall and office space. 
In 1954, the Shanghai authorities demolished the Ashkenazi Synagogue. 
Without any diplomatic relations between China and Israel at that time, the restoration funds were transferred by Government of China to Israel via the Embassy of China and the Embassy of Israel in Berne Switzerland. Disbursement of the money was conditional building a new Synagogue in Israel. The Tel Aviv municipality donated a plot of land on Golan Street, adjacent to Shikun Shanghai and with donations received from the Ponve family and other members of the Jewish community the synagogue was constructed in memory of the Jewish communities of China. It was inaugurated in 1962.
Plaques were attached to the walls of the Synagogue in memory of the leaders of the communities and former China residents living in Israel and the Diaspora who donated towards the building of this Synagogue. 
They are remembered every Sabbath by the congregation praying there. The Synagogue is the property of the Igud and is maintained out of the Igud’s budget.

For some ten years now a group representing refugees from Nazi Germany and Europe at war who found refuge in Shanghai (Hongkew), hold social activities at the Igud and even contribute to the English supplement of the Bulletin.

In 1996 a group from the Baghdadi  (Sephardic) community of Shanghai, consisting of about 120 people, joined the Igud, this group too convenes from time to time in the “Ponve” House and also publishes several pages in the English supplement of the Bulletin.

Igud Yotsei Sin is registered at the registrar of societies at the Ministry of Justice as an “association”– A non-profit organization and as thus controlled by this authority. The financial activities are monitored by an auditor as specified by law.

Present-Activities

Social Aid:

Since its establishment the Igud has distributed monthly monetary allowances and loans, at very low interest rates and in special cases at no interest at all, to needy former China residents.

In recent years such monthly aid has been distributed to about 100 persons -  singles and elderly married couples.

 Scholarships:
In 1956 the Igud began granting scholarships to Israeli university and college students of ex China parents, thanks to a fund established by ex-China residents in New York. The first year only one scholarship was awarded to a student. He is now a Professor in Chicago. In the last three years more than 130 scholarships were awarded yearly to the offspring's of former China residents – Sons and daughters, grandsons and granddaughters, and even great grandsons and great grand daughters. Up to date, distributed half a million US dollars was disbursed for almost to 2500 scholarships.

Holiday Gifts to Soldiers:
For over 20 years, some 1500 off-springs of ex-China residents, serving in Israeli Defense Forces receive gifts from the Igud on Israel Independence Day and Rosh-Hashanah -  the Jewish New Year. 

The Bulletin:

50 years have elapsed since the first issue of the "Bulletin" was published in 1954. It started as a Russian language magazine to which several pages of an English Supplement was added in 1972 and two pages in Hebrew in 1979. Today the English supplement runs to 48 pages and the Hebrew one runs to 40 pages. Some 1100 copies of the Bulletin are published quarterly.  About 500 copies are distributed in Israel to members of the Igud and other institutions. The rest is sent abroad to former China residents. The cost of publishing the “Bulletin” is covered by subscribers' fees, by announcements inserted by families and from the budget of the Igud.
The aims of the “Bulletin” are obvious: To maintain a link between all the former Jewish residents of China wherever they live, to strengthen their bonds with the State of Israel and to interest the younger generation in the history of their parents (the Hebrew supplement) with the hope that it will get them involved in the activities of the organization.

As the community of ex-China Jews is dwindling, an equally important goal is to collect and update information about their lives and events in China by gathering testimonies so that a full history of the life and culture of the Jews in China and their contribution to China can be published. 
The bulletin also perpetuates the memory of those who have passed away.

Archives:

In the offices of the Igud at “Ponve House” there is a collection of historical chronicles in various forms dwelling on the history of the Jews in China. There are unique collections of magazines issued in Harbin by Jewish organizations since1922.
Scientists and researchers from Israel, Russia, the United States, Britain, Germany, Japan, China and others were all availed themselves of these documents 
We are negotiating with Harbin local Authorities to obtain access to the Harbin Jewish community archives currently stored in Harbin. These archives contain important historical material without which the history of the Jews of Harbin cannot be definitively written
Social Activities:

Today, the Igud has branches in the three big cities of Israel. The main activities are held in the “Ponve House” in Tel Aviv:

Every Sunday the Igud hosts an open house. Members gather to meet old friends, exchange the latest news and gossip, play  Mah Jong and cards and in general have a good time. These open house days are very popular.

The “Ponve House” also houses the administrative offices of the Igud, where the meetings of the board take place. 

Similar meetings are organized from time to time in  Haifa and Jerusalem.
Recently, a committee was formed with the sole purpose of organizing discussions on subjects of interest to ex-China residents - the second and last generation born in China- and with the purpose to encourage the Israel born, younger generation to participate in the activities of the Igud and in doing so, to ensure the continuation of the organization in the future.

Unfortunately we have to admit that until now we failed to draw this generation- our children and grandchildren born in Israel into any activities of the Igud.

In Memory of the Heritage of the Jews of China:

Two generations of Jews immigrated from China to Israel. Very few of the elder generation still survive. The second generation is in their late fifties and sixties. They are the only ones who can contribute to perpetuation of the bright heritage of the Jews from China.

In China there are plans, in various stages of execution, to establish museums in Shanghai and Harbin to perpetuate the memory of the Jews who resided in China. 
Two Synagogues are dedicated and are being restored for this purpose in Shanghai and recently the local government in Harbin announced that three Jewish buildings (two synagogues and the Gymnasium) will be restored as part of Harbin historic buildings restoration.
"The Jews of Shanghai" and "The Jews of Harbin" albums were published by Prof. Pang Guang Center of Jewish studies, Shanghai and Prof Qu Wei and Li Shuxiao  Harbin Jews Reaearch Center.
There is a wide interest in the academic world and in the press in China on this subject. 
In Israel, however, little is being done on this matter, nothing in the academic world, with the exception of the work done at the Igud on the subject of the chronicles in the archives of the Igud). We feel it is necessary keep alive the memory of this Jewry so that it will be easily accessible to anyone interested in this subject especially the younger generation who were born in Israel to former residents of China.

Two years ago, the Central Committee of the Igud decided to establish a fund: “The Fund to Perpetuate the Memory of the Heritage of the Jews of China”. The money that is contributed to this fund is used solely for this purpose. 

The first step was setting up an internet site www.jewsofchina.org which preserves the history of Jewish communities in China, photographs, site description and other information. The site is constantly being expanded as new material comes in but it is already preserves an useful and interesting source of information. Positive responses were received from site visitors. 

The second step is in its final stage, is publishing of Teddy Kaufman's book that tells the story of Jewish life in Harbin. It covers 65 years of Harbin Jewish community under six different authorities. This is a short period of time compared to other Jewish Diaspora communities. The book is very interesting in that it was written by someone who was there in the very center of Jewish life. It is full of facts and personal observation. The book is written and will be published shortly in Hebrew, we hope to obtain financial sources to translate and publish the book in English and eventually in Chinese!!!

Future-Plans and Hopes

The aim of Igud Yotsei Sin is to continue with all the activities mentioned above and add new activities as the need arises taking into account human and financial resources
In Summary

The main activity of the Igud today can be summed up as follows: 
Firstly by strengthening our ties to our past by caring for the elder generation and distributing monthly grants to the needy

Secondly by keeping our ties with our future – young generation, by granting scholarships every year to many tens of students, sons/daughters, grandsons/granddaughters and great grandsons/granddaughters of ex-China residents.

The Igud never requested and never received any financial assistance from the State of Israel, all its activities in the past 53 years have been made possible, firstly by, the financial contributions from ex-China residents, in Israel and in the Diaspora, which fund the activities of the Igud and secondly, by the unsparing labour of volunteers who perform all administrative and managerial tasks, remembering birthdays and other family celebrations. There are only two salaried persons in the Igud: a secretary and a technical helper for the Bulletin. 

It is our hope that the younger generation of Israeli born children from ex-China parents will pick up this banner and will continue the task of their parents to keep alive this institution for years to come.
Israel-China Friendship Society

In March 1992 shortly after the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and Israel and at Igud’s initiative “The Israel-China Friendship Society” was formed. This organization carries out various social activities and hosts delegations from China visiting Israel. 

Several Academic delegations from the Chinese Research Institutes visited Israel during these years as well as other delegations such as the Chinese Associations with Foreign Countries, Chinese Judges, Journalists and Students.

Delegations of the society were invited by Chinese Authorities and visited China in 1992, 1994 and 2000. 

The “Israel-China Voice of Friendship”. is a "Bulletin" supplement that reports on the  activities of the Society. It is distributed to our friends in China and helps to strengthen our friendship with the Chinese people.
In recent years the annual granting of scholarships was expanded to 10-12 students from China studying in Israeli institutes of higher learning. 

Very friendly relations exist been between the Israel-China Friendship Society and all the Ambassadors of the People's Republic of China in Israel and their staffs
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