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T. K. TONG VISITS
CHINA IN SEARCH OF
JEWISH SITES

By Prof. T. K. Tong

Just a brief note from Manchuria,
PRC, to report that | have found an
abandoned synagogue, a Jewish hospi-
tal and a Jewish bank in the city of
Harbin. The old buildings are occupied
now by some government offices. Ac-
cording to the local people, some
Chinese citizens of Jewish descent
may be still living in the city area. |'ve
entrusted the searching work to some
trained historians from the Harbin

- Normal University . ..

This is my last report from China.
Under the encouragement and support
from President Harleston and faculty
members of CCNY I've visited a num-
ber of leading universities and histo-
rians in China . . . I've been surprised
by my discovery of what the former
Jews have left in China for the past
thousand years.

Besides the Chinese Jews long dis-
covered in the city of Kaifeng, for
instance, there are similar discoveries
elsewhere. A large group, misidenti-
fied as the ''Blue Cap Moslems'' have
been found in North West China.
More than 19 centers in the PRC have
been reported.

In addition to what |'ve found at
Harbin, Jewish centers have been
found at Qingdao. Nine centers were
reported in Shanghai . . . | visited a
few of them including a remarkable
synagogue in the former French con-
cession in Shanghai, now being re-
built and used as an auditorium for a
College of Education Music School.
A few other Jewish centers also im-
pressed me. They are used for various
purposes, but according to official
Chinese information, these abandoned
Jewish properties are only being ''tem-
porarily managed' by the Chinese
government, and can be claimed by
the "original owner(s)"'.

Old Jewish newspapers and other
archives are preserved in good condi-
tion and can be easily reproduced. |
also visited Prof. Sam Ginsburg who
has become a Chinese citizen and
married a Chinese woman. They have
three handsome half Chinese - or Sino-
Judaic - children. The youngest one,
a girl, is hoping to advance her higher
education in the U.S.

After all, my discovery is indeed
sensational and exciting. |'ve rounded

up nearly all the Sino-Judaic experts
in China. We all agreed to work to-
gether in the future.

TIANJIN'S SYNAGOGUE
By Wendy Abraham

Opposite Kissling's Russian Res-
taurant, on Shengli Lu (Victory
Road) in Tianjin, stands a most cur-
ious building. Upon close inspection
one can make out a menorah carved
into its facade, as well as clearly
visible Stars of David across the
front gates.

| discovered this building during
the summer of '81 on one of my
many solitary jaunts into town while
a student at Nankai University (Zhou
Enlai's alma mater). Most tourists in
China do not visit the industrial city
of Tianjin - one of China's three
municipalities (Beijing and Shanghai
are the other two). But there is no
difficulty finding the place should one
take the time to do so.

When | approached the formersyna-
gogue and attempted to gain entrance,
| was rebuffed with the excuse that it
was presently ''under construction'’.
It did not look as if it were under-
going any construction at all, however,
as the building was in quite a state of
disrepair with broken windows and an
overgrown lawn. | was told it was now
a warehouse, but it looked to me as
if people were actually living inside.
(This was not surprising, since at the
time housing for many people, who
were given all sorts of temporary shel-
ter after the devastating earthquake of
1976 in neighboring Tangshan, had
still not been completed.)

Undaunted, | was determined to at
least discover the history of this syna-
gogue. A curious story emerged. Ac-
cording to Professor Pang Bingjun of
Nankai University, who grew up in
this area, the synagogue was built by
and for the Russian Jews who came to
Tianjin in the 1920s and 30s. They
later returned to Russia, leaving behind
this synagogue without caretaker or
congregant. It remains standing on
Victory Road, looking much as it did
then, but in a state of disrepair.

Six months ago, while on the train
from Canton to Beijing during my
fifth trip to China, | met a young man
from Tianjin. He was familiar with the
synagogue, and claimed to know that
the Jews could have it back any time.
He said it was in a state of disrepair
because the government did not have
the funds to renovate or refurbish it.
This man has since written to me, and
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has sent new photos of the synagogue,
as well as of the old Jewish Club in
Tianjin—now the People's Art Museum.

Perhaps future visitors to Tianjin
can locate the synagogue and obtain
permission to enter its grounds. Any
bits of Judaica still left inside would
be worth noting and sharing with the
Institute, so that yet another facet of
the Jewish experience in China may
come to light.

THE AFFAIR OF THE
STONE MENORAH

Consulate General Seeks to Preserve
Jewish Relic in Shanghai
By Tess Johnston
Reprinted from Life in the Foreign Service,
Newsletter of the U.S. Dept. of State,
January, 1986

The author has been serving since
1981 as secretary to the consul gen-
eral. She set up the consulate general s
archives and, in her spare time, does
historical research to supplement the
material.

Shanghai has always represented
many things to many people: The
Paris of the Orient, the gateway to
China, the "wickedest'" city in the
East. (A 19th-century preacher once
said that, if Shanghai were allowed to
continue, God owed an apology to
Sodom and Gomorrah.) But it also has
a long history of racial tolerance, and
has served as a home or way station
for individuals of every race, color and
creed. Among them have been Jews.

Our consulate general is often asked
for assistance by former residents of
Shanghai who are seeking information
on homes and businesses they left in
the early 1950s, after the Communist
takeover. In the course of my research
| had learned quite a bit about the
Jewish community here and its last
synagogue, Beth Aharon.

Pictures indicate the synagogue was
most impressive. It was three stories
high, including the massive dome.
There was a circular stained-glass
window over the wide, arched en-
trance. Immediately above the en-
tranceway was the Star of David, and
the door was flanked by two large
menorahs, all carved in the granite
facing. (The menorah is acandelabrum
with seven branches; it is one of the
symbols of Judaism.)

No longer a synagogue

By the time | first saw the synago-
gue in 1981, it had lost all its former
splendor. A green plastic roof covered
the entranceway, blocking out the
Star of David. The dome was intact,
but the arched doorway was trun-
cated, and only the two carved me-
norahs revealed that it had once been
a religious edifice. It occupied achoice
site on the once elegant and prestigious
avenue running along the waterfront.
Although the building now housed a
printing press, it was the only Jewish
religious building we knew to be re-
latively intact, so we always referred
inquirers to that address.

When | received a call one day from

two visiting professors (one of whose
parents had fled the holocaust via
Shanghai), | started to tell them about
Beth Aharon -- only to be told that it
was at that very moment being torn
down. The professors had gone to see
the synagogue and discovered only a
heap of rubble and the right-hand side
of the front entrance. However, one
stone carved with the menorah sur-
vived. Could we help them save it?

This stone could be of historical im-
portance to world Jewry. If preserved,
it could perhaps serve as a monument
to Shanghai's role as safe haven for
the thousands of Jewish refugees who
had passed through here.

Place of refuge

Shanghai had a great advantage for
those seeking a haven. It was compos-
ed of an international settlement and
a French concession and, technically,
wasn't part of China proper. Thus, it
required no visas or entry papers, and
this makes it one of the most accessible
destinations for Jews fleeing Europe.
By 1936 there were three synagogues
in Shanghai: Ohel Moishe, Ohel Rachel
and Beth Aharon. The invading Japa-
nese didn't concern themselves with
religious services held in the concession
or the settlement, so the synagogues
continued services there all during the
war.

By the late 1940s, the synagogues
had been sold by the Jewish com-
munity and the contents removed.
With the dwindling of the Jewish pop-
ulation, there was no longer a need for
large synagogues. Instead, proceeds
from the sale of the properties were
used to set up ''shelter houses' for
Jews awaiting departure, for the old,
the sick, or those with no immediate
prospects for resettlement. By the mid-
1960s the last of the Jews had been
resettled, and the shelter houses were
closed down.

Professors seek stone

The professors' appeal galvanized us
into action. We decided to try to locate
the current tenant (all land in China is
now owned by the state) and propose
that the professors be allowed to re-
move the stone to the United States.
There it would be set up in some Jewish
community as a memorial. If only we
could find the proper authorities to
appeal to!

The tricky part was that the pro-
fessors were leaving on Sunday morn-
ing, and it was now Thursday after-
noon. Shanghai has 12 million inhabi-
tants. It isn't an easy place to locate
anyone in the best of times, and its
enormous bureaucracy  certainly
doesn't lend itself to fast moves.
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Turning to Wu Gongzhan, one of
our local Chinese employees in the
press and cultural section, | dumped
the problem on him, with little hope
of being able to accomplish anything
in such a short time. | was, therefore,
surprised to receive a call the next
morning saying that Mr. Wu had been
able to locate the tenant, which turned
out to be one of the most prestigious
newspapers in Shanghai. The site was
being demolished to build a larger
press and office building for the
newspaper.

Appointment set

We set up an appointment for the
professors to meet with an editor of
the newspaper on Saturday afternoon
at 3. | asked Mr. Wu to brief the editor
thoroughly on the purpose of the call.
At the rate the building was being
demolished, there might not be any-
thing left by Saturday afternoon.

| myself had an appointment down-
town on Saturday, so | made a swing
by the site about 3:30. With great re-
lief, | noted that the stone was intact.
In fact, it wasn't only intact, but it
was being carefully loaded onto alarge
flatbed truck. It was much larger than
| had remembered: a mass of granite
more than four feet square. It must
have weighed several tonhs. | eyed it
speculatively, as | had volunteered to
keep the stone in my garage and ar-
range shipment myself if all else
failed. Now | wasn't even sure the
garage would hold it.

At about 5 that evening | received
an ecstatic telephone call from the
professors. They had gone past the
site at about 2:45 on the way to their
appointment and had seen a truck
with a crane being placed into position
to lift the stone. As they stood watch-
ing, an English-speaking reporter from
the newspaper came up to them and
offered to escort them to the news-
paper editor's office via the back door,
which adjoined the demolition site.
There they were greeted not only by
the editor, but by the newspaper's
vice editor-inchief and vice president,
Mr. Zhang, who was also the vice
president of the Shanghai Institute of
Journalism. Mr. Zhang immediately
assured them that it had always been
the government's intention to preserve
the stone menorah. He also informed
them that the synagogue hadn't been
used for services for many years, and
that the Chinese had no thought of
desecrating it. He returned to this
point repeatedly until the professors
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