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Matook Rahamim Nissim: An
Oral History

Interview by Jane Perry
August 2001

Matook Rahamim Nissim, a Sephardi Jew,
was born in 1923 in Shanghai. On his
father’s side, he was the third generation
Nissim to be born in China. From 1943-
1945, under the Japanese occupation of
Shanghai, the Nissim family, who were
British citizens, were interned in Yang
Chow camp as ‘enemy nationals’.

The Sino-Judaic Institute arranged for
some of Nissim’s documents, papers and
photographs to be deposited in the
Hoover Institution archives (at Stanford
University, Palo Alto, California). An ex-
hibit of part of the Nissim collection was
organized in the Hoover Tower.

Here are some dramatic extracts from the
- Oral History about the end of World War
11:

“....Itold you about these (Chinese) ladies
that came in to change the honey buckets
(night soil) each day. One of these came
and passed a message, a written message
on paper, toilet paper, or something, what-
ever it was, that the war was over. ... The

next day a Chinese newspaper was
smuggled in by the same group of ladies,
these tiny little ladies that came in. So we
knew the war was over.

“We went to the (Japanese) camp com-
mandant and he called a meeting...He
took his samurai sword and put it on the
table and indicated that the war was over,
and that he had a radio message that the
Americans were going to drop supplies....
This plane was supposed to come over
and drop supplies one day of the week.
So again, about a dozen of us were se-
lected to go and pick up these large drums
that were supposed to be dropped out-
side the camp compound. Well, we heard
planes on that given date. Nothing hap-
pened. They turned around and, | sup-
pose, went away. Then we got word they
would come back four days later, and they
did come back four days later. They did
drop those steel drums, like these oil
drums that we know of. ...Every drum fell
within the compound... They contained

medicine and things like that, clothes, .

food, necessities....”

Nissim eventually immigrated to the U.S.
and got a job in San Francisco.
He said:

“...The first day that | joined, the person-
nel manager, Bill Blass, came up to me
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and asked me: “Do you want to go out
for a cup of coffee?... You know, | read
your resume. | always wanted to go to
China and never had the
opportunity...(During the war) there was
an occasion when | flew to China and it
was.in the interior, to a place called Yang
Chow. | was the navigator of the plane”. |
said,.”You got lost.” He looked at me and
said, “How did you know?” “You came
back four days later and you dropped the
barrels of clothing,.medicine and food.”
He couldn’t believe that. He said, “Come
on, let’s get into the car.” He had a little
MG, the English little car. He said, “Let’s
go to the house.” So we forgot all about

. the office and the coffee. We went to his

place, and he showed me aerial photo-
graphs of the drop from the plane. | looked
at the photograph and | said, “Bill, that’s
our laundry hanging out there.” Between
the structures of the houses, we had put
pegs in the wall and the clothesline so
our clothes would dry. | recognized our
clothes. 1 said, “My God.”

When you think of it, what a small world
this is. Here we are in a camp and this is
many years later, and | meet the naviga-
tor that could reach the camp. It was quite
an experience. | think life is full of things
like that”.
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MARTIN BUBER AND TAOISM

by Irene Eber
excerpted from Monumenta Serica, Journal of
Oriental Studies, Vol 42, 1994

PART 1. At various times during his life Martin Buber had a
considerable interest in Taoist thought." In 1910 and 1911 this

led to the publication of two small volumes of translations, the -

first, selections from the Chuang-tzu, and the second, the fol-
lowing year, consisted of a number of stories from P’u Sung-
ling’s Liao-chai-chih-i (Liao-chai Tales). In later years he occa-
sionally commented in lectures or essays on Taoist ideas, spe-
cifically those of the 7ao-fte-ching (TT(), and in 1942 he trans-
lated into Hebrew a number of the 77C's chapters...

Background ‘

Buber’s initial concern with matters Chinese occurred against
the background of a wider German interest in China which be-
gan in 1897 with Germany’s occupation of Chiao-chou Bay and
the port of Tsingtao...In the first decade of the twentieth cen-
tury, the Berlin University’s Seminar for Oriental Languages grew
in importance and its offerings included, in addition to language
instruction, practical knowledge on Asia... B
Buber’s encounter with China took place against this larger back-
ground and it coincided with his preoccupation with Hasidic
materials and his interest in questions of myths and culture. He
may also have come across materials on China when he was a
reader for the publisher Riitten und Loening in 1905 and later...At
about this time Buber became acquainted with Wang Ching-
t'ao who in 1907 was a lecturer, or Chinese language instructor,
at the Seminar for Oriental Languages...

Buber and Wang collaborated on the translation of a number of
stories from [P’u Sung-ling’s] Liao-chai chih-i collection, Buber
translating from the English version by Herbert A. Giles, and
Wang translating several from the Chinese original. Most of the
Chuang-tzu portions were also prepared from Giles’ English ver-
sion..

Enthusiastic reviews in the German language press greeted the
appearance of both volumes. Buber was praised for making
these works available to German readers and for thus furnishing
evidence of the universality of ideas...Considering the paucity
of translated works from Chinese in the early decades of the
twentieth century, the widespread response is not surprising.
Except for the 77C, German speaking readers had few transla-
tions from Chinese available to them and even fewer critical
works...Buber’s collection of P’u Sung-ling’s stories was the first
selection of Chinese fiction in German and thus deserved the
well-earned praise it received.

(continued on page 7)
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ALLY IN THE MAKING
by Herb Keinon
excerpted from The Jerusalem Post,
3 Feb 2005

On the face of it, especially when looking at the world through
jaundiced Jewish eyes, the recent warming of Israeli-Chinese
ties doesn’t make a whole lot of sense...State Counselor Tang
Jiaxuan, whose unrevealing title doesn’t do justice to the fact
he is one of the six most powerful men in China, arrived in
December at the head of the highest level delegation to visit
Israel since the Phalcon fiasco. Both sides characterized that
visit as excellent. “He came with one purpose in mind,” a se-
nior Israeli official said, “to further economic cooperation.”

Indeed, at a friendly meeting with Prime Minister Ariel Sharon,
during which neither the Harpy drone nor the Phalcon came
up once, the two leaders agreed to try to double Israeli-Chi-
nese trade to some $5 billion by 2008. . “Our relations are good,”
says Yigal Caspi, head of the northeast Asia department at the
Foreign Ministry. “Tang’s visit is an indication of this, as well
as of the Chinese desire to continue to have good ties with
Israel, to cooperate in scientific and technological ties with us.”

And since Tang’s visit, the Chinese delegations haven’t stopped
arriving: a delegation from the Communist Party central com-
mittee, an election observer team to monitor the PA elections,
China’s ambassador to Syria, the deputy staff general of the
Peoples Armed Police (the Chinese version of border patrol)
and a foreign ministry delegation. And coming up is a delega-
tion of 20 members of the People’s Armed Police to undergo
an anti-terror training course.

Lu Jing, the political affairs counselor at the Chinese embassy
in Tel Aviv, says that more delegations from China arrived in
the month of January alone than arrived in any given year since
2000. While Lu, who also serves as the embassy’s spokesman,
indicated that the increase in the number of delegations com-
ing to Israel is a signal of better days, not everyone agrees. One
Israeli diplomat says that the relations have not fundamentally
changed of late, and all that has really changed is that Yasser
Arafat has died.

Arafat was the plug in the dyke that kept away official Chinese
delegations. Or, more accurately, Israel’s policy of snubbing
officials who met Arafat was a major disincentive over the past
two years for Chinese visitors. The Chinese are not the Europe-
ans, who were largely able to bypass the ban by visiting Arafat
on one trip, and then returning a few months later and visiting
Israel. When the Chinese arrive they come with bulky delega-

(continued on page 7) .
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FROM THE EDITOR

In all the years | have served as editor of
Points East, | have never yielded my col-
umn to another’s words. With this issue,
| break precedent.

Writing in the 15 November issue of The
Jerusalem Report, Shlomo Maital, aca-
demic director of the Technion Institute
of Management, offered as succinct a com-
parison of Chinese and Jews as | have ever
read—although, in typically Israeli fash-
ion, he confuses his terminology

by assuming that Israel and the jewish -

people are one and the same, rather than
the first being a subset of the second.

(Please pardon my ga/ut mentality.) Here
is what he wrote:

What do Israel and China have in com-
mon, then? For a start—history, religion,

character and entrepreneurship. Both

Israel and China are ancient civilizations,
spanning four millennia, which reinvented
themselves in 1948/49, freed themselves
by arms from imperial powers and shaped
their new national identity in a newborn
country. According to Jerusalem-based
Jewish studies expert Dr. Gustavo
Perednik, Confucianism and Judaism are
based more on deed than on dogma, and
on behavior rather than on belief. Both
Jews and Chinese have a long history of
persecution and suffering. The Jews and
the Chinese, said Chinese statesman Wu
Ting Fang a century ago, “are despised not
on account of their vices, but on account
of their virtues—their industry, economy,
perseverance, thrift.” Both Jews and Chi-

nese were scattered over the four corners

of the earth, and many heeded the call to
return to rebuild their new nation...Both
Israelis and Chinese make extensive use
of what the Chinese call guanxi and the
Israelis call protektzia, or connections.

And both are very pragmatic. Perhaps
most important, Israel and China share a
drive for enterprise. Both seek to prosper
through entrepreneurship and innovation.

This issue, like the summer season now
bursting forth here in Seattle, is abloom
with articles of so many colors it boggles
the mind. Enjoy!

Anson Laytner
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white. “I felt like, what am | doing here?”
he says. But no more: Today, Chinese and
Chinese Americans are important custom-
ers, as are other Asians and Asian Ameri-
cans, and some restaurants are once again.
catering to newly arrived workers. How
“authentic” they are, though, depends on
how you define “authentic.” “It is and isn't
a return to the way things were at the be-
ginning,” says Lee. She points out that
with globalization, food is changing
quickly even in Asia; what constitutes
Chinese food is evolving.

The epic kitsch of the exhibit is balanced
by touching recollections, on video and
in notebooks, of what it was like to work
and grow up in Chinese restaurants, both
in America and abroad. | loved the many
humble, vivid accounts and encourage
others to take these in, as one may, sitting
atop rice-sack-cushioned stools. While
resting there, one might also appreciate.
the beauty and intelligence of the exhibit
and the absence of cliché. There is no red;
there are no lanterns or fortune cookies.
Here, in the heart of Chinatown, in a
kitsch-filled room, one finds, happily,
kitsch-free thought.

Gish Jen is the author, most recently, of The
Love Wife.

A Filipino-American Effort to

Harbor Jews Is Honored

by Joseph Berger

excerpted from http://www.nytimes.com/
2005/02/14/national/14rescue.html

CINCINNATI, Feb. 12 - It was a time when
Jews were frantic to get out of Germany,
risking voyages to places they were not
sure would accept them and finding doors
closed almost everywhere.

In Manila, though, a vigorous expatriate
cigar manufacturer from Cincinnati had
been playing poker and bridge with the
likes of Col. Dwight D. Eisenhower; Paul
V. McNutt, the American high commis-
sioner; and Manuel L. Quezon, the first
Philippines president. When the manufac-
turer, Alex Frieder, saw refugees straggling
to the port pleading for entry; he cajoled
his poker cronies to let the Philippines
become a haven for thousands more.

Through his efforts and those of three of
his brothers, about 1,200 German and
Austrian Jews eventually found sanctuary
in the Philippines in the late 1930’s, then
an American protectorate...

Over the weekend, 98 of Mr. Frieder’s
relatives came together here with a half
dozen refugees and a grandson of Mr.
Quezon to celebrate this little-known tale
of one of the war’s unlikely rescues.

“They were the right persons in the right
place at the right time,” said Mr. Frieder’s
daughter, Alice Weston, 78, who was a
young girl in Manila in 1938 and 1939
when her father and her uncle Philip
Frieder masterminded the rescue. “My fa-
ther wasn’t an exceptional person. He was
an ordinary businessman and he saw this
horrible situation and he thought of a way
to help a little bit.”

Filipinos from the Cincinnati community
serenaded the relatives with love songs
in Tagalog as well as “Hava Nagila.” Mrs.
Weston, among others, sang along with
the Tagalog lyrics she remembered from
childhood. There were Filipino dishes like
chicken adobo. Refugees led a Sabbath

eve prayer service, and Manuel L. Quezon’

lll, a 34-year-old journalist in the Philip-
pines, introduced the blessing over the
challah.

“We're a very hospitable people and we
had experienced exile and imprisonment
during the Spanish colonization and the
early American occupation, so someone
of my grandfather’s generation would
have been conscious of the plight of refu-
gees,” Mr. Quezon said. “We're a sucker
for anyone who's suffering.”

The reunion, organized by the Center for
Holocaust and Humanity Education at
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of
Religion here, was held on the 60th anni-
versary of the Japanese destruction of
Manila’s synagogue, Temple Emil.

The story of the Manila rescue begins in
1918 with the decision of the Frieder fam-
ily to move much of its two-for-a-nickel
cigar business from Manhattan to the Phil-
ippines, where production would be
cheaper. Alex, Philip, Herbert and Morris
took turns living in Manila for two years
each, Mrs. Weston said, in a community
that had fewer than 200 Jews.
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Frank Ephraim, who as a child was one of
the Jewish refugees in Manila and who
wrote a history of the rescue, “Escape to
Manila: From Nazi Tyranny to Japanese
Terror” (University of Illinois Press, 2003),
said that in 1937 Philip Frieder saw Euro-
pean Jews arriving in Manila’s port from
Shanghai while it was under siege by the
Japanese. Shanghai remained an open port
and eventually harbored 17,000 German
Jews.

The Frieder brothers were reluctant to
burden the Philippines with poor refugees,
so they focused on importing people in
occupations the country needed, like doc-
tors. Mr. McNutt, the high commissioner,
was able to finesse State Department bu-
reaucrats to turn a blind eye to quotas and
admit 1,000 Jews a year.

Mr. Quezon’s approval was also needed.
Dr. Racelle Weiman, the Holocaust
center’s director, said there was a letter
written by Alex Frieder to Morris Frieder
that said skeptics in Mr. Quezon’s admin-
istration spoke of Jews as “Communists
and schemers” bent on “controlling the
world.”

“He assured us that big or little, he raised
hell with every one of those persons,” Alex
Frieder wrote of Mr. Quezon in August
1939. “He made them ashamed of them-
selves for being a victim of propaganda
intended to further victimize an already.
persecuted people.”

Mr. Frieder combed lists of imperiled Jews
for needed skills and advertised in Ger-
man newspapers. The brothers and the
American Jewish Joint Distribution Com-
mittee arranged, visas, jobs and housing
and raised thousands of dollars for suste-
nance.

Ralph J. Preiss, 74, of Manhattan, was 8
when he left Germany and recalled his
family studying Spanish on the ship be-
cause they had read an outdated encyclo-
pedia describing their intended haven as
a colony of Spain. “We didn’t know what
the Philippines was or where it was,” Mr.
Preiss said...

Most refugees hoped the Philippines
would be a way station to America, yet
were delighted at the kindly reception
from Filipinos...



