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BOOK NOOK

Les Francais de Shanghai 1849 -
1949

(The French in Shanghai)

Guy Brossollet / Belin: Paris 1999
reviewed by Rena Krasno

Brossollet’s history of the French commu-
nity in Shanghai covers one century: from
its beginnings in 1849 until its final days
in 1949. The book is based on interviews
with eyewitnesses, as well as on research.
Les Francais de Shanghai received the Prix
Auguste Pavie awarded by the Academy
of Overseas Sciences.

Les Francais de Shanghai is of particular
interest to former Shanghailanders who
have personally met, or knew of, most of
the people mentioned in the book. More-
over, they no doubt learned many fasci-
nating details of Shanghai’s history. A num-
ber of former French old China hands have
complained to me of inaccuracies in the
book, perhaps a result of faulty memories
of some of those interviewed. On the
whole, however, | believe that Brossollet
brings to light numerous interesting details
about the French Concession, which were
not widely known.

Here is a section | translated for Points East
readers about French Jewish jewelers in
Shanghai.

Towards1895, the Frenchman Max
Sennet opened a jewelry store on Nanking
Rd. The Sennet family, originated in
Colman, left Alsace in 1870, fleeing the
German occupation. Max spent several
years in Paris, before embarking for China.
Married, but childless, he invited to Shang-
hai his nephew, Marcel Heimendiger, who
family also came from Colmar. Marcel was
18 years old when he arrived in China in
1908. He learned his craft from his uncle,
then became his partner. Ultimately
Jacques Levy joined the business.

Max Sennet retired in 1925 but
retained his name in the business. Up to
1937, the jewelry store on 75 Nanking Rd.
‘carried the names: Sennet Freres,
Heimendinger and Levy. It was the most
respected in Shanghai, surpassing by far
its closest competitor, the English firm
Boyes & Basset, located on the same road,
selling mainly silver and items of luxury.

The French were specialists in pre-
cious stones. Every year, in turn, Marcel
Heimendinger and Jacques levy took the
Trans-Siberian train to Antwerp - 15 days
of travel there and 15 days back. They
crossed Manchuria paying ransom both to
Chinese warlords and to the Japanese. (Si-
beria, at the time, was a territory disputed
by Russian “White” and “Red” armies, the
Russian empire was shaken by revolution

..) These gentlemen returned with gems
in their belts — their merchandise for the
coming year.

The stones were cut in Flemish
workshops, sorted and mounted in Shang-
hai by Chinese employees. The clientele
was wealthy. Chinese customers bought
mostly rings — many of which were sump-
tuous. Roger Heimendinger, Marcel’s son
born in Shanghai in 1925, remembers hav-
ing seen some of these jewels decorated
with solitaires weighing up to 18 carats.
European ladies preferred necklaces and
bracelets, usually with less impressive dia-
monds.

Marcel Heimendinger married in
Shanghai a young lady who had arrived
in China after a very painful trip. Towards
1900, her parents fled Riga — at the time
Russian — to escape pogroms destroying
Jewish communities in Latvia. They
crossed the continent in dreadful condi-
tions that can only be imagined, and
landed in Shanghai where the father died
exhausted by his ordeal. The mother and
daughter survived, and later never men-
tioned their experience of these terrible
years. Mrs. Heimendinger, a symbol of
international Shanghai, spoke 7 languages:
Latvian, Yiddish, Russian, German, En-
glish, French and Japanese.

In 1937, Marcel Heimendinger left
Nanking Rd. to continue working as a dia-
mond dealer from his home. He had made
a fortune and owned racing horses. His
jockey was Sino-Australian and his stable-
boy Russian.

The name Sennet was transferred
several years later to a jewelry store in
Hongkong, where it was managed by a
certain Gensburger, also from an old Al-
satian family in Shanghai.

Books on Indian Jews
submitted by Erna & Sam Daniel
— Passover 5762 ~

Bene Israel Ceremonies

by Shimeon Kollet

Order from Mr. Shimeon Kollet
4/11 Nechushtan Street

P.O. Box 725

Lod 71106, Israel

Judaism

by Levi S. Jacob & Ralphy Jhirad
Order from Roli Books (P) Ltd
M-75 Greater Kailash-11Market
New Delhi 110048, India
email: roli@vsnl.com

Jewish Portraits-Indian Frames

by Jael Silliman

Order from Seagull Books

26 Circuit Avenue,

Kolkatta 700017, India

email: seagull@giasc101.vsnl.net.in

Jews of Cochin-India

by Joshua M. Benjamin

Order from Jewish Welfare Association
2 Humayun Road,

New Delhi 110 003, India

email: shulanoel@hotmail.com

The Jews of Indian-Their Story
by Rachael Israel

The Jews of India
by Benjamin J. Israel

The Mystery of Israel’s Ten Lost Tribes &
The Legend of Jesus in India
by Joshua M. Benjamin

The above three books can be ordered
from:
Mr. Reuben Israel
Mosaic books
B-17, 2" Floor, Lajpat Nagar Part 2
New Delhi 110024, India
Email: israel4@vsnl.com
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Group picture of participants of Seder banquet (some had left earlier). Mr. Hew is seated to right of old lady in center.

LEN HEW'’S STORY
by Len Hew

[After | read about the Institute of Jewish Studies being founded
in Kaifeng, | contacted Prof. Zhang Qianhong to find out about
the mysterious Mr. Hew mentioned in the article. She put me in
touch with him and | asked him to explain his interest in sup-
porting the study of the Kaifeng Jews. The following is his story.
It is the story of a very dedicated man. Anson Laytner.]

My Background

I was born and raised in Malaysia in 1935. My full name is Choy
Len Hew but now it’s shortened to Len Hew. My father and his
parents were born in Mei-Zhou (previously Mei-Xien), Kwangtung
Province, China. He moved to Malaysia while a teenager to join
his parents, who had preceded him there. Mei-Zhou has been
our ancestral home for the past couple of hundred years. After
high school, | went to Taiwan for my undergraduate studies. |
came over to Winnipeg, Canada for my graduate studies in 1963.
After completing my M.A., | stayed and became a high school
teacher for 20 odd years until my early retirement in 1988. Now
| keep myself busy mainly running the Yunnan Project Hope,

‘which I shall explain later. | am married to Cora, who was born

in Yunnan, China but who grew up and was educated in Burma.
We have 2 daughters: Nettie, an architect working in Vancouver
and Carolynne, who works for CBC and lives in Toronto.

In 1995, when Cora, who is also a high school teacher, retired,
we took up teaching assignments as foreign English teachers for

(continued on page 6)

KAIFENG JEWISH DESCENDANTS
LEARN ABOUT JEWISH HERITAGE

AT NANJING SEMINAR
by Prof. Xu Xin

For the first time in recent — or possibly even ancient — times,
12 Jewish descendants from Kaifeng, the city which housed a
thriving Jewish community 200 years ago, traveled to a distant
city in order to attend a three-week workshop on Jewish history
and culture. Their goal was Nanjing University, Nanjing, China
where they spent July 14—August 2, 2002 learning about the
Jewish heritage and the Hebrew language long forgotten by their
community.

Those serious descendants spent six hours daily in classrooms
studying their history and culture, taking advantage of this unique
opportunity to learn about their past. The 12 represent six differ-
ent clans. (Traditionally, Jewish descendants from Kaifeng take
one of seven clan names: Zhao, Ai, Shi, Li; Gao, Jin and Zhang.)
As two from nearly each clan attended, their relationships spanned
two generations: father-son, father-daughter, mother-daughter, or
mother-son. The oldest, Zhao Meiling, 58, is a retired worker
and daughter of Zhao Pingya whose celebrated photo taken with
the American Jew David Brown in 1930's is well known. The
youngest, Zhao Hui, 12, is an elementary pupil whose mother,
Gao Suyu, teaches in a high school. Moshe Zhang, who led the
group, was as enthusiastic as his 17-year-old son. The work-

(continued on page 8)
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Country Total
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FROM THE EDITOR

Every once in a while, something in a story
really sparks my curiosity. Buried in an
article in our last issue was one such de-
tail. The article had to do with the found-
ing of the Institute of Jewish Studies at
Henan University in Kaifeng. Now that,
in and of itself, is truly newsworthy. But
my mind was drawn to the people in-
volved. Who is Prof. Zhang and why is
she interested in our subject? But even
more curious was her mention of Len Hew
of Canada. Who is he? What is his moti-
vation? The result, featured in this issue,
is a thoroughly fascinating account of one
man’s personal journey and his philan-
thropic commitment to improving the lot
of some of China’s minority peoples.

Much seems to be happening in China
regarding the Kaifeng Jews and, happily,
it is being done by the Chinese themselves.
I say this because it is not for us, even if
we share kinship with the Kaifeng descen-
dents, to intrude in what the Chinese au-
thorities regard as internal Chinese affairs.
We are not proselytizers. But, with Prof.
Xu Xin conducting educational workshops
in Nanjing for members of the Kaifeng
community, and Prof. Zhang and Mr. Hew
planning on doing something similar in
Kaifeng, we are witnessing the first indig-
enous efforts at reviving Jewish culture in
Kaifeng. Far from feeling left out, we
should celebrate and support both of these
wonderful, pioneering ventures!

Anson Laytner

IN THE FIELD
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ing: Richard Horowitz, Tess Johnston,
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Its web address is:
www.library.csun.edu/oldchinahands
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from Nazi terror were penniless but the
other long-term non-Chinese residents of
Shanghai, who had some assets or income,
even modest to Western standards, were
able to hire Chinese servants, i.e. cooks,
amabhs, drivers etc.

Then came December 8, 1941, a day that
will live in infamy! When you live in
China, you're on the other side of the In-
ternational Dateline so that December 7™
in America is the 8" in Asia. | woke up in
the middle of the night to the sound of
gunfire. | later learned that the Japanese
cruiser Yamoto had fired and sunk the Brit-
ish gunboat HMS Peterel, which was try-
ing to sneak out of the Shanghai harbor. A
US gunboat surrendered because its cap-
tain was ashore in bed with his Russian
girlfriend. After all, it was a Saturday night.
At the very moment of Japan’s attack on
Shanghai, Japan also attacked Pearl Har-
bor, Hong Kong and the Philippines.

Things changed after that date. The Japa-
nese Army took over the entire City and
all enemy aliens, such as Americans, Brits
and Dutch were forced to wear red
armbands, before being interned in sev-
eral internment camps. Many friends and
all of my teachers were among the intern-
ees. The Japanese also issued proclama-
tion after proclamation containing a vari-
ety of different prohibitions, such as mak-
ing it unlawful for anyone to listen to short
wave radio broadcasts. (All short wave ra-
dios had to be surrendered). As a result
we were denied any news from the West
concerning the Pacific war and the only
news we received was the Japanese ver-
sion of what was happening every day, i.e.
unending victories by Japan against the
United States. However news about the
war in Europe came to us also through the
Soviet Russian radio station in Shanghai.
Since Japan and Soviet Russia were not at
war with one another, that source of news
remained available to us throughout the
war.

One of the more disturbing proclamations
of the Japanese authorities was directed at
stateless refugees who had arrived in
Shanghai after 1937. All who fit that de-
scription were ordered to move into a
“Ghetto” area in the Hongkew section of
the City. Even though the word “Jewish”
was not contained in the proclamation, the
directive would obviously not apply to any
non-Jew since it was primarily Jews who
left Europe for Shanghai after the advent
of Hitler. Since we had arrived in Shang-
hai after 1937, | feared that we would be

included in the definition of stateless refu-
gees since Latvia had ceased to exist as an
independent country, having been occu-
pied first by the Soviets and then by the
Nazis.

| recall attending school that day and when
our teacher, Mr. McCorkindale, asked for
a show of hands from all who would be
affected by the proclamation, | raised mine.
However we had the argument that, be-
cause of our family’s previous residence
in Japan, we were not “stateless refugees
who arrived after 1937”, within the intent
of that proclamation. My father conse-
quently went to see Mr. Kubota, the head
of the Japanese refugee office and talked
to him in Japanese, without the need of
an interpreter. Kubota, impressed by a
Caucasian man’s fluency in Japanese,
readily agreed to exempt our family from
the intent of the proclamation and issued
a written exemption for our immediate
family and, at my father’s urging, as well
my Aunt Johanna, her daughter Musia and
son in law Maxe Thal, who had arrived
from Latvia in 1939, and who therefore
had no previous residency in Japan.

A Match Made in Heaven and

Shanghai
by Dvir Bar-Gal

SHANGHAI, June 26 (JTA) - This cosmo-
politan Chinese city has witnessed what
is believed to be its first Jewish marriage
ceremony in more than 50 years.

Peter Cohen, originally from New York,
met Anna Podtoptannaya, who hails from
Ukraine, when he worked there as a U S.
Peace Corps volunteer.

Seeking adventure, the two later moved
to China, ultimately settling in Shanghai,
home to some 300-400 Jews. Cohen works
there as a management consultant and
Podtoptannaya runs a brand management
company.

Their wedding, which took place less than
a month after the opening ceremony of
Shanghai’s Jewish community center, high-
lighted the international flavor of the Chi-
nese city. Guests arrived from the United
States, Europe, Australia and Asia.

The ceremony itself turned out to have a
wider-than-expected audience. Many of
the employees and guests at Shanghai’s
Cyprus Hotel - used to Chinese weddings,
but unfamiliar with the Jewish ceremony
— watched through the hotel’s windows.
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The last Jewish wedding in Shanghai took
place in 1950, Cohen said. The wedding
had three parts: The chupah was raised and
a traditional ceremony held; then, a rep-
resentative of the Ukrainian Consulate reg-
istered the couple; lastly, the bride and
groom read their vows to each other.

The leader of Shanghai “s Jewish commu-
nity, Rabbi Shalom Greenberg, and his
wife, Dina, had difficulty arranging all the
Jewish aspects of the ceremony, including
having documents proving the couple’s
Jewishness sent from overseas.

Since the mikvah, or ritual bath, at the new
Jewish center is under construction, the
rebbetzin took the bride to Lake Tai Hu
for the pre-wedding immersions. As a natu-
ral body of water, Tai Hu, one of China’s
largest lakes, qualifies as an acceptable
mikvah, she said.

The trip to the natural mikvah wasn’t the
only symbolic part of the wedding: The
post-wedding reception and dinner were
held in the Sassoon Halls, named after Sir
Victor Sassoon, one of the leaders of
Shanghai’s Jewish community in the early
20th century. The couple plans to live in
Shanghai for the next few years.

Post-script to the Story

Menashe (Maxi) Kaltmann comments:
Unfortunately at present there is no Mikvah
in Shanghai. Rabbi Shalom and the
Kehillah attempted to purchase one of the
old Mikvahs. The building in which it was
now houses today 8 Chinese families! One
of the present occupants asked the Rabbi
if the “Yotairen”—Jewish Folk who lived
in this building—needed a pool for rais-
ing fish. The Rabbi didn’t even attempt to
answer this question. [And even if his
Chinese were up to the task, who knows
how his answer would have been under-
stood! Ed.]

Please can you both publicize this fact as
the present arrangements are clearly NOT
acceptable. We know that the Shulkan
Aruch, the Code of Jewish Law, mandated
that the first building to be built by any
Jewish Community is a Mikvah. The build-
ing of a Mikvah precludes even a Shule
(synagogue) according to The Shulkan
Aruch. The Kehillah is growing in Shang-
hai. Present estimates are that in 5-10 years
there will be about 5,000 Jews living in
Shanghai. Surely the time is ripe to build
the new Shanghai Mikvah! The Rabbi is
now attempting to raise funds to build a
Mikvah. Anyone wishing to donate to this
worthy project can be honored by partial
or full naming rights.



