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BUILDING THE NORTH-EAST: JEWISH ENTERPRISE IN MANCHURIA, 1900-1940
 

Names of people and places are here given in their Russian versions. 
Transliteration from Cyrillic is by the Library of Congress method.
 

 

 

1.  Our gracious hosts at this "International Seminar on the History and Culture of Harbin Jews" have already evoked and enriched our memories with the publication last year of a milestone event, the photoalbum "The Jews of Harbin". Among the book's major themes are three that I should like to single out:
   (a) the history of the city's Jewish community as such, its organization, its leaders, and its communal institutions,
   (b) the active part played by Jews in the rich cultural and intellectual life of the city's Russian speaking population as a whole, and
   (c) the relatively large contribution of Jewish businessmen and entrepreneurs -- traders, merchants, shopkeepers, industrialists, bankers, innovators, modernizers, etc. -- to the initial founding and later growth of a modern economy in and around Harbin during the early decades of its existence. It is this third theme -- enterprise -- that I should like to address in this very brief presentation. 
 

But first a caveat. I am not a historian of Manchuria or Harbin; rather, at best, an amateur who relies on the scholarly work of others. Fortunately, such work is rich, and, has lately been growing markedly richer thanks to the opening of archives and to a revival of professional and devoted scholarship in China, Russia, Israel, USA, and elsewhere. My own qualities today's discussion are sparse and stem from my childhood and youth. Born in Kiev in 1921, I was brought to Harbin in March 1923 at the age of one year, where I grew up in a Russian-Jewish and a business milieu. In the summer of 1938, at age 17, I emigrated to the Unites States. But at least, after two-thirds of a century in America, I retain the use of the Russian language; reminiscences from the years from, say, 1927 to 1938; and, not the least, the misty, mythical memories of that unique city, Harbin,  and the lingering nostalgia for it which afflicts so many of us kharbintsy. 
 

2.  At the time of arrival of the Chinese Eastern Railway (CER) in Manchuria, the region was a vast but very thinly populated land of over a million square kilometers and fabulously rich in natural resources -- truly an economic frontier awaiting and inviting development. The call of the wild did not remain unanswered. Material and social infrastructure was provided by the CER from the very start, and continued to be provided, though unevenly, for the four decades covered in these remarks, despite several drastic changes in the railway's ownership and/or control. Manchuria's borders had been opened to in-migration. Large waves of peasant-workers poured in by the million from intramural China to populate the land and its towns and to man the nascent industries.  
 

Another kind of labor was simultaneously arriving from Russia, attracted by employment and business opportunities in the new frontier-land, and reflecting nearly the whole broad range of the Empire's ethnic/national and religious groups. Among them from the beginning were Jews, not many in absolute numbers but proportionately high in terms of the Russian or even Siberian immigration into Manchuria.  In addition to purely economic reasons, Jews were attracted to Manchuria also, and importantly so, by its comparatively  tolerant and liberal atmosphere: offical, economic, and social -- in Russian-controlled "extra-territorial zone" [polosa otchuzhdeniia].  Private enterprise and private capital were called for and generally welcomed. These, too, came forth, both non-Jewish and Jewish. Yet, it is fair to say that Jewish enterprise and capital played a dispropoprtionately large role in preparing the historical base for the eventual industrial and economic take-off in the North-East of China in the 20th century. 
 

3.  The Harbin-Jewish experience may be viewed through the prisms of various historical and sociological approaches, such as
   (a) Jews as a diasporal "trading or entrepreneurial minority" (cf. Diatlov in Diaspory); and, related, the historical reasons for the individual "Jewish" economic pursuits, e.g., local and international commerce, finance, medicine, science, music, etc. (cf. Gross:1975)
   (b) the history of Jews in Russia and the Russian history of Jews (to follow Romanova's useful distinction);
   (c) same as (b), but with emphasis on the history of Jews in Siberia and the Russian Far East in the late 19th and early 20th centuries
 

Regarding (c):  Indeed, a small but crucial group of Jewish businessmen and entrepreneurs in Siberia and the Russian Far East were prominent among the pioneers of economic development of Manchuria. Geographic proximity (relatively speaking) is of course an obvious  factor.   But there must have been more than that: the frontier conditions, the prior favorable business climate, the opportunties of amassing considerable capital, and perhaps a certain frame of mind, played significant roles in the case of the sibiriaki.  Names like Skidelsky, Kabalkin, Frizer are pre-eminent, but dozens of others -- not all as well known -- belong in this category.  Among the latter is the Lury family from Nikolaevsk-na-Amure (disussed below), whose far-flung business empire included Harbin and Mukden; or the irkutianin Bresler, who built a candy factory in Harbin and a chain of fine "Victoria" cafe's in many cities. One might add the name of my uncle Lew Zikman (also discussed below), not really a sibiriak, but one who for several years honed his business skills and his world-view travelling as salesman on the Trans-Sib before moving on to Harbin and bigger things in 1916. Of course, there  were many non-Siberian Jews among early businessmen in Harbin as well. (See Shickman-Bowman, and the series of articles since 1997 by her and by V.V. Romanova in Bulletin.) Of the latter, Semion Soskin, the "king of soybeans", stands out.  Seventy years later, a ditty still whirls through my head:
   Bez zhenshchiny muzhchina,       A man without a woman,
   Kak ofitser bez china,           Is like an officer without rank,
   Kak mestnyi Soskin bez bobov.    Like our own Soskin 
                                                 without soybeans. 
 

Indeed, the humble soybean was to Manchuria what gold was half a century earlier for California.  The one and the other placed its respective land on the world economic map, attracted people, created wealth and capital (and a freer atmosphere as well), and shaped politics.  California as well as Manchuria, witnessed an inflow of Jewish businessmen and entreprenuers who made relatively large contributions to the economy and culture of the state.  (There were also actual gold miners among them, in witness whereof there still remain seven Jewish cemeteries in the Gold Country.) Of course, these early arrivals in California were not from Siberia or the rest of Russia; those came later.  They were mostly from Germany and France.  No matter.  Today one can no more  stroll through San Francisco without seeing the many fine monuments of its Jewish past (and present) than to stroll through Pristan' without seeing the monuments of its Jewish past.  (On the place of soybeans in Manchuria's history see Wolff, To the Harbin Station, passim, and, in a more lyrical tone, Wolff in SAQ)
 

For the remainder of the limited time and space allotted to me, I turn to two case studies, two Russian-Jewish men whose lives and work were very different from one another in many respects, but whose business acumen, entrepreneurial vision, and elan were alike. They are -- were -- Lew Zikman (b. Ukraine in 1986, d. San Francisco in 1973) and Robert M. Lury (b. Nagasaki in 1906, d. near San Francisco in 2001). 
 

4. THE ZIKMAN-GROSSMAN FAMILY IN HARBIN.
 

My uncle, Lew Zikman (Lev Grigor'evich TSykman) was a "self-made man" and -- though  far from the very richest in Harbin -- still by local standards a rich and outstanding Russian-Jewish merchant and industrialist between the two World Wars in Harbin.  He was also a major philanthropist. But his roots were far away. Born in 1886, one of eight surviving children of a notary public, in Starokonstantinov, a small Ukrainian town within the Russian Empire close to what was then the Austrian border. At the end of the XIXth century its population was 16.5 thousand, of whom 56% were Jews. 
 

 

As a young man -- I do not know at exactly what age -- Lew Zikman left the home town, where prospects were very bleak, to seek his fortune in Siberia. Since at that time Jews were legally barred from Siberia; thus I assume that his presence there was illegal, a fact that suggests at least some measure of venturesomeness.  After crisscrossing Siberia for several years as a traveling salesman, in 1916 he moved to Harbin to stay. As already noted, in addition to its generally freer business and social atmosphere, Manchuria's attraction for Jews at that time derived from the fact that the restrictive anti-Jewish laws of Russia did not extend there, not even into the Russian-controlled railway zone.
 

In Harbin, Zikman established a firm under his own name, specializing in the import of cane-sugar from Java and its wholesale distribution. As a secondary activity, he also began importing jute bags ("gunny bags") from India, to be used primarily for the then already booming export of soybeans from Manchuria.  His business did well. He opened also a major office in Yokohama, Japan, (where, by sheer luck, he was saved far out at sea  in the great 1923 earthquake). The Harbin office was on Mostovaia ulitsa, Gostinyi dvor, and remained there until the end. 
 

The early 1920s were a very difficult time for members of his family who had remained in Ukraine, then already under Soviet rule . Among them was his sister, Raisa, then living in Kiev married to a man also from Starokonstantinov, Miron Moiseevich Grossman. They had a baby son, Grigorii (Gregory). That baby was I, born in 1921. Lew Zikman arranged for us to emigrate, together with my father's then unmarried sister, Polina. After a long and difficult railway voyage, the four of us arrived in Harbin in March 1923. My father went to work for Zikman's firm. Lew married Polina in 1927; i.e., brother and sister were married to sister and brother. They had no children. Also in 1927, Zikman arranged the emigration from Kiev to Harbin of yet another Grossman family -- my fathers elder brother Grigorii Moiseevich, his wife Kiara Davydovna, and their son Moisei (Eng., Moses), born 1921 Still in 1927, but already in Harbin, a second son was born -- Il'ia (Eng.: Elias). Grigorii Moiseevich also went to work in Zikman's firm. 
 

Lew Zikman was a self-made man of great ability, daring, and enterprise, not to mention many other impressive qualities, who acquired considerable wealth in his early and middle years, which, however, he eventually mostly lost in consequence of historic forces beyond his control. In their years in America, from 1946 on (when he turned 60), he and his wife lived in comfort but not in opulence. Fortunately for him, and for the rest of us, the whole Zikman-Grossman family of Harbin ended up together in California. Augmented by further generations and now more widely scattered, our extended family continues to be a close-knit one, not the least in the realization of the debt we all owe to this one man, beginning with his having brought us out of the Soviet Union in good time. 
 

Although he had not had much formal education, Zikman spoke and wrote excellent Russian. By the force of his mind and of much worldly experience he learned many things of both practical and abstract nature. He held his own opinions on the ways and issues of this world, and thought big when the occasion arose. Not the least, he had a fine sense of humor. I remember him saying: "One must have a sharp pencil, but with an eraser at the other end”. This tells much about him, always the businessman. Another of his statements that is etched in my mind is: "The day begins when the bank opens". [better in Russian: "Den' nachinaetsya kogda bank otkryvaetsya".]
 

To a considerable extent Zikman's business activities were connected with the "Ashihe" beet-sugar mill, some 50 km SE from Harbin on the railway, near the town of Achen. The factory, and an adjoining distillery producing alcohol from waste molasses, were built by a Polish group in about 1908. Much of the time it was not commercially successful. There was no, or not enough, customs tariff protection of that domestic industry (which incidentally was what permitted Zikman to develop the importation of sugar from Java). For some 25 years the factory changed ownership several times, in the course of which Zikman at times bought and re-sold its sugar, and apparently occasionally even financed it without owning it.  In the late twenties the factory  was foreclosed by The National City Bank of New York (which had a branch in Harbin), and, in 1932, Zikman bought the Ashihe  factory from the bank on his personal account. But almost immediately history struck again. In 1934, following the take-over of all of Manchuria by the Japanese, he was pressured to cede just over 50 percent of the factory’s ownership to a Japanese sugar firm as part of a new entity, the North Manchurian Sugar Industrial Company, Ltd.   Nonetheless, the NMSI's corporate Articles of Association (of which I have a copy) state that with respect to major decisions (listed) require a vote of 60 percent of shares to pass, i.e., the Zikman-Grossman shares retained veto power to this extent.  I remamember how proud he was on having won on the issue.
 

An important by-product of the formation of the NMSI for the present-day historian is that its periodic reports contain valuable information about the mill's operational and economic facts and problems.  For example: "The Board of Directors ... wants to draw your attention to the special working conditions prevailing here in North Manchuria ... far from the big centres [of world sugar industry].    This condition makes it very difficult to obtain machine parts, necessary chemicals, special knives, instruments, rubber goods, etc.  Consequently a great many things must be bought beforehand and prepared in advance and in quantities to last the entire campaign."  In addition, and significantly, beet-root seed was imported all the way from Poland, many months in advance of the growing season, for distribution among the peasants growing under contract. I might add from personal recollection that the factory included a very large (and surely expensive) workshop to do mechanical repairs that otherwise would be done by specialized firms.  
 

Lew Zikman was very Jewish in many ways, although not very religiously so. That was his origin, those were his people. On the Zikman family side he lost two brothers, a sister, uncle and aunt, and a cousin in the Holocaust, and more yet on the Grossman side. He was sensitive to the plight of his fellow Jews, both far and near; his philanthropic instincts were strong (and not limited to Jews). Much of his help to those in need refugees began to pour out remained unpublicized. After Hitler came to power in Europe, Zikman drew up a project to settle a good number of Jewish refugies in Manchuria and to provide them with jobs. He traveled to America for financial support for the project, but to his deep disappointment obtained none.  (Cf. Kranzler:1976, Sakamoto:1998, passim.)
 

By way of Postscript:  Is the production of and trade in sugar a "Jewish" occupation?  A perusal of the encyclopedic "Economic History of Jews" (Gross:1975) reveals many instances, over many centuries, of Jews (or Marranos) being so engaged on an important scale.  Thus (pp. 189-190), "the Cairo Geniza records reveal that making and selling sugar from sugar cane was one of the most important occupations of Jews in the Middle Ages...  When sugar began to be used for everyday consumption (15th century) Marranos played a leading role in introducing sugar cultivation" in Atlantic islands, later in Carribbean islands and Brazil, and so forth.  In later centuries, Jews were prominent as sugar traders and brokers in Amsterdam, Hamburg, and London.  "Jews also played a leading role in the development of the sugar-beet industry in Poland, Russia, the Ukraine, Hungary and Bohemia."  Details follow in the book.   The biggest beet-sugar magnates in pre-revolutionary Russia/Ukraine were Jewish.  In his youth my father worked in a modest capacity for one of them, Halperin, until the mill's nationalization by the Soviets.  It has been said that the Ashihe sugar factory was built by a Polish Jew; I have not been able to confirm this.
 

5. THE LURY FAMILY.
 

[This section is based almost entirely on the unpublished typescript “Autobiography and Family History” by Robert M. Lury (1906-2001); see Bibliography below. I had only one meeting with him, about two years before his death and shortly after he completed the work. He was looking for a publisher at the time, but in fact it was not quite completed when he died.] 
 

As mentioned, the story of the Lury family is in many ways different from that of the Zikman family, yet in some basic respects also alike.  The Lurys’ roots were (relatively) close to Manchuria, in the small but historically and economically significant town of Nikolaevsk [hereafter Nikolaevsk]. Established in 1852 by the Russian-American Company, it is located at a militarily and commercially strategic spot about 10 km. from where the mighty Amur River (Heilongjiang) meets the Sea of Okhotsk and the Pacific Ocean. The river and the ocean were bountiful sources of wealth, while the town's hinterland provided forest products including a great variety of fur. Its location and natural resources, together with a relatively tolerant  atmosphere, attracted the (small) Jewish community and defined its major business activities.  At the end of the XIXth century Nikolaevsk's total population was appr. 4,500, of whom the majority were military personnel stationed there, while 42 persons are listed to have been of Jewish faith (Brokgauz-Efron encyclopedia). The same source also states that the climate is nasty all year round.  

 

But its socio-economic climate was far from nasty. As Robert Lury [RL] wrote in his Autobiography ...,  "Siberia, generally, was famous for its special breed of people -- generous, open-handed, and big-hearted -- somethng similar to the original settlers in the Western United States, and for the same reasons, a pioneering spirit."  And, "For a small city of that size, the number of people who became successful in Nikolaevsk, on their own and in their own occupations, was extraordinary."  He estimates  that by 1920 Nikolaevsk's total population was about 15,000, with 2-300 Jewish families.  The ocean apart, the sole thoroughfare was the Amur and its tributaries (among the latter Sungary, leading to Harbin and the CER), eiyher on water or in winter on ice.
 

As mentioned above, before 1917, Jews were barred from Siberia and the Far East unless they were “merchants of the first guild” or “cantonists” (impressed as children to serve 25 years in the Tsar’s army), or descendants of such.  The Lurys qualified on both scores.  There was, understandably, much intermarrying and business-partnering within that small Jewish community. RL’s father, Meyer Moiseevich Lury, was born in Nikoaevsk in 1881.  By 1902 he had already established his own wholesale business, “Lury Brothers”, in salmon fishing and in fur.  The business expanded very rapidly in terms of both the range of commodities produced or traded and in terms of geographic extent. Only in a few years, apart from Nikolaevsk, the Lury family established its own offices in Vladivostok, Hakodate, Yokohama, Tokyo, Shanghai, Harbin, Mukden, and Dairen.  RL lists ten of the owners of the most important fisheries at that time in Nikolaevsk (the Lurys' the largest).  Judging by the names, at least half of these businesses were owned by Jews.  
 

As we see, the Lurys' business was largely oriented toward the ocean, primarily toward Japan, which of course was dictated not only by market forces but also by the state of transport toward the east.  There was no close rail connection between Nikolaevsk and the rest of Siberia and Russia, and, in fact, there is none to this day.    After Trans-Sib was built, connection was via upstream on the Amur to Khabarovsk.   The Amur was the main eastward highway -- by water, and during the long winter on ice.  The same route also connected via Sungary with Harbin.  (RL presents several vivid descriptions of such travel.)  
 

RL writes: "The business gradually grew to become an 'industrial empire'.   It included salmon fishing and salting and preparation of caviar on the Amur; salmon fishing and salting on Sakhalin... as well as canning of both salmon and crab  in Kamchatka; considerable size sea-going fleet... ; coal mines, lumber and gold concessions... ;export of soya bean cakes from Manchuria.  The sources of supplies for the far-flung operation were also far-flung. Salt came from as far as Port Said.  [Cf. Zikman's problems with supplies for the sugar mill, supra.]   Many of the sons, cousins, uncles, were brought into the business.  
 

In 1918, owing to the Russian Revolution, the Lury family moved permanently to Japan.  Soon thereafter their business and wealth in the Russian Far East were seized by the Soviets.  In the 1920s, Robert and his sister and brother studied in and all graduated from the University of California in Berkeley.  Robert obtained a degree in Commerce.  The American connection eventually led to his becoming a film distributor for major Hollywood studios in the Far East (including Manchuria), an enterprise he pursued for a long time, until his retirement in 1977.  Surely, some of those attending 
this Seminar must have enjoyed the fruits of this enterprise of his.
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