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In January 1934, a dentist from Brooklyn named Maurice 
William wrote a letter to Albert Einstein to present his idea 
for Jewish resettlement in China. “During a visit at the sum-
mer home of Judge [Louis] Brandeis last September we nat-
urally discussed the plight of German Jews,” William wrote. 
“He too feels that China is the one great hope for Hitler’s 
victims.”

“Your plan,” Einstein responded, “seems to me to be very 
hopeful and rational and its realization must be pursued en-
ergetically.” The more he thought about the plan, the more 
sense it made. “The Chinese and Jewish peoples,” he told 
William two months later, “in spite of any apparent differ-
ences in their traditions, have this in common: both possess 
a mentality that is the product of cultures that go back to 
antiquity.”

By the time that William wrote to Einstein, Jewish leaders in 
Europe had long been searching for a homeland outside of 
Palestine—“Zionism without Zion,” as historian Gur Alroey 
put it. Russian activist Leon Pinsker crystallized the idea 
in his 1882 manifesto Autoemancipation!, writing that “the 
goal of our present endeavors must be not the ‘Holy Land,’ 
but a land of our own.” Territorialists, as his followers came 
to be known, spent the next four decades trying, and fail-
ing, to achieve Pinsker’s goal.

So there was nothing revolutionary about William’s pro-
posed settlement, except for its location. Previous plans, 
including the 1903 Uganda Scheme and the Zionist project 
itself, targeted areas within existing colonial territories. Wil-
liam was the first to suggest that China, a young republic 
still struggling to transform itself into a modern state, might 
be willing to make room for Jewish settlers.

William was an unlikely champion for the project. He had 
no formal education, no previous ties to territorialism, and 
had never traveled to China. But through a combination 
of bootstrapping self-promotion and good fortune, William 
became not only a well-known figure among the KMT elite, 
but also a respected U.S. authority on China.

In 1923, William’s self-published refutation of Marxism, 
(continued on page 6)(continued on page 4)

The Christian Search for China’s Jews 
By Noam Urbach

Originally published by Segula Jewish History Magazine: www.
segulamag.com

How a Brooklyn Dentist Tried to 
Create a Jewish Homeland in Yunnan

By Harry Saunders
Excerpted from Foreign Policy, https://foreignpolicy.com/, 2 June 2024

In 1850, a radical change overtook Christianity in China. 
Setting foot on Hong Kong’s Victoria Beach on March 29, 
Bishop George Smith established a new bastion of the Angli-
can Church, aiming to spread the gospel all over China and 
Japan. His efforts were made possible by the British Empire’s 
victory over China’s Qing dynasty in the First Opium War 
(1839–42), after which the Daoguang Emperor was forced 
to sign the humiliating Treaty of Nanjing. Great Britain thus 
gained permanent control of Hong Kong as well as free ac-
cess to five other Chinese ports, including Shanghai. Foreign 
diplomats, merchants, clergymen, and missionaries could 
now visit and settle there at will. 
Smith’s small step soon led to the West’s rediscovery of 
an ancient Chinese Jewish community. In fact, everything 
we know about Jews in China – including their origins – is 
based on Christian sources. Jesuits had first stumbled across 
the tiny Jewish presence in the city of Kaifeng in 1605. The 
community was culturally Chinese; documenting the rituals 
performed in its Temple of Purity and Truth, the missionaries 
concluded that this temple was the only one in existence 
combining Jewish customs with Confucianism and Chinese 
ancestor worship.
Jesuits maintained contact with the Kaifeng community until 
1724, when the Yongzheng Emperor severely restricted for-
eign missionary activity. Yet word of these legendary Jews 
still resonated in Christian circles in Europe over a century 
later, when the Anglican Church arrived in China in the wake 
of the Opium War.
Six months after Bishop Smith set up shop, he dispatched 
two Chinese Christian converts from Shanghai to see if the 
Jewish community in Kaifeng still existed. Their mission was 
to observe any Jews and establish contact. This expedition 
was the Church’s first foray into the Chinese interior, apart 
from the free ports. Why were the Anglicans so desperate to 
reconnect with a tiny, irrelevant minority instead of concen-
trating on what was surely their main task: the mass conver-
sion of China’s enormous indigenous population?

Looking for Jesus in the Bible
Anglican curiosity about Chinese Jews dates back to the He-
braists, medieval Christians anxious to uncover Christianity’s 
Jewish roots. The Hebraists studied Hebrew so as to read 
the Bible – and sometimes even the Mishna and Talmud – in 
the original, often with Jewish teachers, and were aware of 
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Let us now praise Christian missionaries.
This issues features an article by the 
Israeli Sinologist Noam Urbach which 
offers an overview of his hopefully 
soon-to-be-completed PhD topic: the 
role Christian missionaries played in the 
survival of to the Kaifeng Jews.
Although Urbach doesn’t explicitly say 
so, we owe the Christian missionaries to 
Kaifeng a debt of gratitude for all they 
have inadvertently done to help that 
community. Without the Jesuits, we in 
the West would know nothing about the 
community in its prime—and maybe 
not even know about its existence. 
Without the Anglican missionaries, 
we would not have learnt about the 
impoverishment of the community in 
the 19th and early 20th centuries and 
its desperate plight. Without the Judeo-
Christian missionaries (a.k.a. messianic 
Jews) in our own time visiting and 
teaching in Kaifeng, the Sino-Judaic 
Institute and Shavei Israel would not 
have intervened to provide our own 
teachers. Without all their unintentional 
prodding—because their intent always 
was proselytization—Jews in the West 
would never have tried to connect 
with and revitalize the Kaifeng Jewish 
community. 
So, thank you Christian missionaries 
for giving us the opportunity to do the 
mitzvah of helping our fellow-Jews in 
their time of need!
Also in this issue, we continue our 
coverage of the arts as they pertain 
to our fields of interest, in this case 
a musical composition that fuses 
Chinese and Western classical music 
traditions to relate the Jewish refugee 
experience from Shanghai to America, a 
forthcoming film on one man’s Shanghai 
story, and two theatrical pieces, one 
dealing with the Jewish immigrant 
experience from China to America and 
the other exploring the Jewish Asian-
American experience.
Lastly, I pray that the new Jewish year 
5785 will be better for one and all!

Anson Laytner

Bequest Request
Please consider putting the 

Sino-Judaic Institute in your will.
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Letters to the Editor

Dear Editor, 
A story about Flori Cohen:  
I am Faith Goldman, a longtime mem-
ber of the Sino-Judaic institute and the 
Igud Yotsei Sin. I came into both or-
ganizations through my late husband 
Robert Goldman. Rob was born and 
raised in Shanghai 1940-1958. He had 
just about opened up to sharing his 
past when he passed away suddenly in 
1994. Much of my research, interviews, 
presentations, and writings have been 
about his life in Shanghai. Wanting to 
learn more, I went to Israel in 1999 and 
used my chutzpah to make a connec-
tion with Teddy Kaufman, then head of 
the Igud. 

I was a stranger in a new land and I 
was so warmly received in their office 
by none other than Flori Cohen. Within 
minutes, Flori engaged me with Teddy, 
the social group that met for lunch, and 
was ready to go through the files I had 
asked for. Others had shared with me 
that if you meet Flori once, it was forev-
er. Her background, mentioned in the 
obituary, added to her desire to keep 
the research and connections going. I 
was scheduled only for two hours but 
that turned into seven, including my 
sharing Robert’s story with the seniors 
at lunch. They were very engaged after 
I told them that I found, met, and inter-
viewed 5 of the 7 Russian Jewish kids 
who also stayed in Shanghai until 1958. 
After I left to go back to my tour group, 
I was floating for days. 

Flori and I talked by phone, emailed, 
etc. as my travels took me to Shanghai 
to retrace Rob’s steps. In 2006, I went 
with the Rickshaw Reunion and found 
everything I needed, including Rob’s 
Chinese neighbor for 10 years who 
now lived in his old home. Flori did 

more in her years than most. She will be 
missed but not forgotten. I thank her and 
all of you for opening doors. I believe 
Robert “knows” about our findings and 
connections. 

Thank you one and all.
Faith Goldman, 

faithnamdlog@aol.com

Dear Rabbi Laytner,
When I was a graduate student at Uni-
versity of Hawaii Manoa during the early 
1990s, I made two photocopies of Don-
ald David Leslie’s monograph, “The Sur-
vival of the Chinese Jews” (Brill, 1972).  
I would like to make these two copies 
available to scholars or anyone interest-
ed who might be able to put them to 
good use.  Please contact me directly.
Sincerely,

David Lippmann 
djlippmann@yahoo.com 

In the Field
The Back Story to the Film “Gary’s 
Letter”
The Spungen Foundation was making 
a book about Operation Bernhard—
the Nazis’ large counterfeiting scheme 
during the Second World War and SJI 
Board member, Dr. Kevin Ostoyich was 
brought into the project to interview 
Charlotte Krüger, the granddaughter of 
Bernhard Krüger, the Nazi after whom 
the scheme was named. Ms. Krüger is a 
journalist, and she had written  a book 
about her grandfather.  
At the time, Ostoyich was working on a 
chapter about Gary Sternberg. The Ster-
nberg family fled Germany for Shanghai, 
where they lived from May 1939 to July 
1948, before finally immigrating to the 
United States.  Eventually Gary and his 
wife moved to Las Vegas, NV, where he 
worked as a blackjack dealer at Caesars 
Palace for nearly 32 years. [See Stern-
berg’s story elsewhere in this issue. ED]
Krüger was intrigued by Sternberg’s sto-
ry and asked to be told when Ostoyich 
finished it. After reading it, she immedi-
ately said that she wanted to make a film 
about his story. Ostoyich agreed and 
sent her all the interviews he had done 
with Gary Sternberg and Dörthe Linde-
mann.  
Using Ostoyich’s unpublished chapter 
“Dear Occupants of Dohrmannstrasse 

1”: A House, a Stream, and Two Tele-
phones as a guide, the film was made. 
The Sino-Judaic Institute gave Krüger a 
grant of $5000 in 2023, and then acted as 
an intermediary to pass on an additional 
$4100 from the Spungen Foundation in 
2024.
The trailer for her film Gary’s Letter may be 
viewed at: https://vimeo.com/953647441/
de651bd0e0?share=copy. Krüger may be 
reached at charlotte-krueger@web.de.

Oral Histories from Long Ago (the 
1980s)
Shanghai-based filmmakers Christian Pe-
tersen-Clausen (http://memostothefuture.
com) and Wu Yuxiao have just released 
the first installments from their “Living 
History--Stories from the Opening of Chi-
na” series. These are interviews from the 
“old guard” who were around in the early 
days of China’s opening, including a video 
of Roberta Lipson, founder of the Beijing 
Family United Hospital—and co-founder 
of Kehillat Beijing. All in all, the project 
has conducted around 30 interviews so 
far and is releasing new videos regularly. 
If you think this is a project worth sup-
porting, please leave a comment at the 
Living History website (https://www.you-
tube.com/@LivingHistoryChina).

23 and Me and $30 Million
The genetic testing company 23andMe 
has agreed to pay $30 million to Amer-
ican plaintiffs to settle a lawsuit over a 
data breach last year that specifically 
targeted customers of Ashkenazi Jewish 
and Chinese ancestry. The breach, which 
occurred last October, affected more 
than 6.9 million customers and included 
users’ personal details such as their loca-
tion, name and birthdate, as well as some 
information about their family trees. In 
total, 999,998 individuals with Ashke-
nazi heritage were included on the list, 
which also contained data from another 
100,000 people with Chinese ancestry. 
The hacker also claimed to possess the 
data of 350,000 users with Chinese her-
itage and offered to sell data from both 
sets of information for a fee.

Transitions
Mazal tov to Jeremy Goldkorn on his 
becoming Editor-in-Chief of the SJI web-
site, and to our former long-time editor 
and website creator, Wendy Abraham 
who, with a sigh of great relief, moves 
on to serve as the Editor of our Links & 
Archives section.
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missionary activities in China, includ-
ing with Jews. 
In the 17th century, the Jesuits devel-
oped a conspiracy theory to explain 
why the Old Testament includes no 
clear prophecies regarding the advent 
of Jesus: With the birth of Christiani-
ty, rabbinic Jews had carefully erased 
all such predictions in order to prevent 
the spread of this rival religion. The 
Jesuits hoped that the original Bible, 
predating such malicious editing, had 
been preserved among a group of Jews 
who’d been out of touch with other 
Jewish communities for many centu-
ries. The Kaifeng contingent seemed 
a perfect example of such an isolated 
tribe, so the Jesuits were eager to ex-
amine its Scripture and discover lost 
references to Jesus and his return at the 
end of days. 
Today Kaifeng’s Jews are generally 
assumed to be descendants of Per-
sian-speaking merchants from Central 
Asia who traversed the Silk Road in the 
10th century. But the Jesuits thought 
otherwise in the 1700s, when monk 
Jean Domenge visited Kaifeng repeat-
edly in search of the missing proph-
ecies. Domenge painstakingly com-
pared the community’s Scripture with 
his Hebrew Old Testament but found 
no traces of Jesus or the Second Com-
ing.
In the early 19th century, non-Jesuit 
Hebraists also took an interest in the 
Kaifeng congregation. They were head-
ed by Benjamin Kennicott, an Anglican 
theologian from Oxford specializing 
in biblical criticism. Far from seek-
ing proof of anti-Christian editing, he 
wanted to lay hands on a Kaifeng Torah 
scroll or even possibly a Bible, looking 
for earlier and perhaps more accurate 
versions of the biblical text. Research 
by Prof. David Katz of Tel Aviv Univer-
sity has shown that Christian Hebraists 
weren’t the only ones pursuing Kai-
feng’s Jews in search of a more authen-
tic version of Scripture. English Jews 
wrote to their brethren in China with 
similar purposes in mind, but as long 
as China was closed to westerners, 
there was no hope of anything more 
concrete than correspondence. 
Then in 1809, the London Society for 
Promoting Christianity among the Jews 
was founded. Although the organiza-
tion was initially busy providing for 
penniless Jewish immigrants in Lon-
don’s East End, its long-term plans 
were activist, ambitious, and far-reach-
ing – and sometimes contradictory. 
Alongside converting the Jewish mass-

es in order to hasten the Second Com-
ing, the society saw the Jews’ physical 
return to the land of Israel as a harbin-
ger of that event. In addition, members 
felt that Christians should learn about 
their Jewish roots while also cultivating 
Christian Hebrews – groups of Jewish 
converts who eventually became the 
Messianic Jews or Jews for Jesus we 
know today. 
Fervent Supporter
The London Society included Anglican 
priests, the intelligentsia, and govern-
ment officials such as James Finn, later 
the second British consul appointed in 
Jerusalem. Originally an Irish Catholic, 
Finn had converted to Protestantism. 
He had no formal schooling but was a 
phenomenal autodidact, widely read 
with a particular talent for languages. 
Finn’s interest in Jews went much 
deeper than most of his colleagues’. 
Aside from studying Hebrew and Yid-
dish, he produced a book on the his-
tory of Spanish and Portuguese Jewry. 
While working on this project, Finn 
came across the writings of 18th-cen-
tury Jesuits in the British Museum ar-
chives. Here he found detailed reports 
of missionaries’ visits to a small Jewish 
community in Kaifeng. This esoteric 
subject piqued Finn’s curiosity, result-
ing in another volume, The Jews in Chi-
na: Their Synagogue, Their Scriptures, 
Their History, Etc.
Before Finn’s book came out, aware-
ness of Chinese Jews had been vague 
and limited to a few intellectuals. Finn 
was the first to publish a full account, 
academically well written and bol-
stered by his position as a government 
official. Most of the book just restates 
the information collected by the Jesu-
its – e.g., how the Kaifeng communi-
ty was discovered, and how contact 
was established – and describes the 
city’s synagogue and Torah scrolls as 
well as the stone tablets erected by the 
Jews there. The introduction and final 
chapter, however, include a call to ac-
tion. Castigating the Jesuits for merely 
observing the community without at-
tempting to proselytize, Finn’s “Reflec-
tions” outlined a practical conversion 
program for the Chinese Jews, although 
their existence was still no more than 
a rumor: 
The Hebrew scriptures have too long 
remained unfruitful in China […] It is 
now time that our whole revelation of 
God be sent freely forth in that widely 
spread language; and that the Israel-
ites, […] being taught the truth of Mes-
siah, should begin to fulfill in reality 
their own destiny to be “a kingdom of 

priests.”  (Finn, The Jews in China, pp. 
78–79) 
No mere dream, this plan was rooted in 
political processes already afoot. Finn 
described the Treaty of Nanjing and 
the historic opportunity it presented 
to rediscover the Chinese Jews, rescue 
them from oblivion, and return them 
to the bosom of their nation – perhaps 
even to the land of their ancestors – 
while enriching them with the messi-
anic message of Jesus. In Finn’s vision, 
not only would the Jews of Kaifeng ac-
cept the Christian truth as soon as they 
could hear it (living as they did among 
“heathens”), but they would join the 
Anglicans in spreading the good word 
throughout China: 
The Jews there will be unimpeachable 
witnesses to the truth of the Old Tes-
tament, – the New Testament and our 
scriptural Liturgy are already rendered 
into Chinese by English predecessors 
in the field, – and we may rest assured 
that the Divine blessing will not be 
wanting to sanction every effort made 
in promoting the spiritual good of Chi-
na. (ibid., p. vi)
Four years after publication of The Jews 
in China, Finn became the British con-
sul in Jerusalem and moved on to oth-
er adventures, but copies of his work 
reached British diplomats in the Chi-
nese free ports (including Hong Kong), 
setting the stage for Bishop George 
Smith’s arrival.  

Mystery Mission
One enthusiastic reader of Finn’s work 
was Jane Cook, a generous backer of 
the London Society who financed Je-
rusalem’s first Anglican church. Cook 
gave Bishop Smith five hundred pounds 
sterling to support the search for the 
Chinese Jews of Kaifeng. Rising to the 
challenge, Smith sought out Rev. Dr. 
Walter Henry Medhurst, a British mis-
sionary in Shanghai. Medhurst had just 
completed the first translation of the 
New Testament into Chinese. Togeth-
er, they devised a plan. As foreigners 
were forbidden to visit the Chinese in-
terior, Smith and Medhurst decided to 
send two Chinese Christian converts to 
find and contact the fabled community. 
Qiu Tiansheng and Jiang Rongji set out 
from Shanghai on November 15, 1850, 
reaching Kaifeng on December 9. 
George Smith’s book, The Jews at Kae-
fung-foo: Being a Narrative of a Mission 
of Inquiry, to the Jewish Synagogue at 
Kae-Fung-Foo, on Behalf of the Lon-
don Society for Promoting Christianity 
among the Jews, is the sole record of 
their journey. Published in Shanghai in 

Search, continued from page 1
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1851, this volume basically comprises 
the diaries of these two messengers, 
one of whom actually wrote in En-
glish, the other in Chinese. Much of 
the work is devoted to the journey it-
self: the scenery, weather, conditions, 
and challenges encountered. Occa-
sionally, the pair handed out Christian 
propaganda leaflets in Chinese. 

This unexpected focus calls the entire 
purpose of the mission into question. 
Was its primary object the revival of 
the Kaifeng community, as Finn had 
hoped, or its conversion, creating a 
spearhead of Chinese Christians who 
could then spread Christianity all over 
China? Or to discover an ancient, 
more accurate version of the Bible, 
as the Hebraists and Jesuits had envi-
sioned? Or was there a hidden agenda: 
to map out the Chinese continent and 
the general population’s openness to 
Christianity? Though perhaps much 
less interested in Kaifeng and its Jews 
than either James Finn or Jane Cook, 
Bishop Smith may have adopted their 
cause in order to fund his own mis-
sion. 

Textual Tourism
On arrival in Kaifeng, the two scouts 
went straight to the sacred precinct 
identified by the Jesuits two hundred 
years previously as the Temple of Pu-
rity and Truth (a Chinese term also ap-
plied to mosques). There, Qiu and Jiang 
documented tragic neglect, miserable 
poverty, and no ritual or leadership. 
By their estimate, roughly two hun-
dred Jews lived in Kaifeng. Of about 
seventy extended households once be-
longing to the community, only seven 
remained. The last rabbi had died fifty 
years before. 
The messengers were most excited by 
the community’s texts, which includ-
ed Torah scrolls, five-volume Penta-
teuchs with additional readings from 
the Prophets, and a ledger listing gen-
erations of local Jews. Most impressive 
were steles inscribed with the congre-
gation’s history and core beliefs, which 
the Jesuits themselves had recorded 
and were now duly recopied. 
Despite a friendly reception, the two 
Chinese also met with suspicion. Smith 
conjectured that had they not present-
ed a letter in Hebrew from a Shanghai 
Jew named Isaac Faraj, requesting He-
brew manuscripts, they’d have been 
rebuffed as spies. The Jews of Kaifeng 
couldn’t read Hebrew, but the simi-
larity between the characters in the 
document and their own holy books 
was enough to guarantee the visitors a 

warm welcome. 
Nevertheless, on Qiu and Jiang ’s fifth 
day in Kaifeng, the Jews became wary, 
forcing the two to leave with only eight 
tattered excerpts from the Pentateuch, 
which they’d managed to purchase. 
Smith pointed out – perhaps to satisfy 
the curiosity of Hebraists past and pres-
ent – that these texts were identical to 
those known in the west. 
The most exciting discovery occurred 
only when Smith’s book had already 
gone to press, necessitating a two-para-
graph addendum to every copy. On a 
second visit to Kaifeng, Qiu and Jiang 
had acquired six of the Jews’ twelve 
Torah scrolls as well as a haggadah and 
other documents, now preserved in 
prestigious archives in England and the 
United States. 
The new paragraphs likewise men-
tioned that three hundred local Jews 
had attended the sale of the Torah 
scrolls, suggesting a community con-
siderably larger than previously sup-
posed. And members apparently still 
circumcised their male children, al-
though they had no idea why. 
Most important, the messengers had 
brought two representatives of the 
community back to Shanghai with 
them: brothers Zhao Zhin-ch’eng and 
Zhao Wen-k’uei.  

Question Marks
News of the renewed encounter with 
the Jews of Kaifeng spread swiftly, re-
ported in Jewish and Christian journals 
in the west and arousing enormous in-
terest. Yet Smith’s report raised ques-
tions. 

Zhou Xun, a British scholar of Chinese 
origin, has even denounced the redis-
covery of the community as a fraud. 
She points to Smith’s display of the two 
Kaifeng natives in Shanghai almost like 
circus animals, as was typical of an-
thropological “curiosities” in the colo-
nial age. Though Xun has no concrete 
proof of a hoax, her suspicions are not 
without grounds.

There has been inadequate research re-
garding Smith and his colleagues’ mo-
tives and methods. No one examining 
the Torah scrolls and the haggadah in 
Chinese has proposed that Smith pro-
cured them from somewhere other than 
Kaifeng. Yet such objects could have 
been obtained from Judaica traders in 
central Asia; the two messengers’ testi-
mony is the only basis for the assump-
tion that they originated in Kaifeng. 
That testimony, too, deserves closer 
examination.

In 1866, when foreigners were allowed 
to wander more freely in China, Pres-
byterian missionary William Alexander 
Francis Martin traveled from Beijing to 
Kaifeng to convert its Jews. He found 
the synagogue in ruins. Locals claim-
ing to be Jews told him they’d sold off 
its stones and wooden beams. All that 
remained in the desolate courtyard was 
a stele from 1489. Did Smith’s repre-
sentatives and their purchase of the To-
rah scrolls cause the breakdown of the 
community? Or was it already disinte-
grating when the pair arrived? 

Between Jews and Anglicans
As British consul in Jerusalem, James 
Finn was involved in a range of initia-
tives designed to support Jewish settle-
ment in the Holy Land, whether or not 
the settlers were British subjects. Some 
Jewish leaders applauded these efforts, 
but others suspected that his long-
term interest was to convert the Jews 
involved. Dismissed from his position 
in 1863, Finn returned to England and 
to his previous obsession – the Jews 
of Kaifeng. In 1872, shortly before his 
death, he published a second book 
on the subject, The Orphan Colony of 
Jews in China. Despite lamenting the 
dissolution of the community, the work 
concluded hopefully: 

Our present desires may yet be cher-
ished, that these representatives of Je-
rusalem in China may prove, like the 
mother city herself, entitled to the hap-
py names of sought out and not forsak-
en. (James Finn, The Orphan Colony of 
Jews in China [London, 1872], p. 119)

Finn’s interest in Jews, whether in Jeru-
salem or in China, reflects the ambiva-
lence of the London Society for Promot-
ing Christianity among the Jews. On 
the one hand, the society contributed 
to Jewish identity and welfare; on the 
other, its members hoped Jews would 
embrace Jesus. Thus, inasmuch as all 
the information we have regarding the 
Jews of Kaifeng in this era has been ob-
tained through this organization, their 
mixed motives must be taken into ac-
count as we try to reconstruct the com-
munity’s story.

Noam Urbach, a member of SJI’s In-
ternational Advisory Board, research-
es Chinese politics and religion and 
comments regularly on events in Chi-
na. Previously a university lecturer in 
China and Israel, he owns the Shoket 
Fine Art Gallery in Zikhron Yaakov, Is-
rael.  This article is based on research 
Urbach is doing for his PhD.
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The Social Interpretation of His-
tory, found its way into the hands 
of Nationalist Party Premier Sun 
Yat-sen (Sun Ke’s father), who was 
in the process of articulating his 
economic vision for the country. 
Sun drew heavily on William’s 
language in a series of lectures 
that he delivered the following 
year. At one point, he mentioned 
the Social Interpretation by name. 
When the KMT published a book 
based on the lectures after Sun 
Yat-sen’s death a few years later, 
it catapulted William from un-
known foreigner to philosophical 
luminary.
Americans first learned about Wil-
liam’s achievement from a 1927 
article in Asia Magazine, which 
declared that Sun Yat-sen “bases 
his anti-Marxian position almost 
verbatim upon a little-known 
work from the pen of an Ameri-
can author.” William soon found 
himself in contact with some of 
the United States’ leading intel-
lectuals, including not only Ein-
stein and Brandeis, but also John 
Dewey and the Columbia histo-
rian James T. Shotwell, both of 
whom would later express their 
support for his Jewish settlement 
plan.
The Chinese government proved 
less receptive. Before writing to 
Einstein, William had discussed 
his plan in depth with Ambas-
sador Alfred Sao-ke Sze, who 
agreed that importing German 
Jews could be a boon for the Chi-
nese economy. Sze’s superiors in 
the KMT valued William’s opin-
ion. But not as much as they val-
ued their relations with Germany, 
which had stepped up its military 
and economic aid to China soon 
after the Nazis took power.
Constructing a settlement for the 
exact people that Hitler reviled 
was sure to offend the German 
government, the KMT leadership 
figured. Several years would pass 
before they became desperate 
enough to reconsider.

II
On Christmas Eve, 1938, Shanghai 
Municipal Council (SMC) Secre-
tary G. Godfrey Phillips sent an 
urgent cable to the American Jew-
ish Joint Distribution Committee: 
“Shanghai is gravely perturbed 
by abnormal influx of Jewish ref-
ugees,” he warned. “Shanghai is 
already facing the most serious 
refugee problem due to Sinojapa-
nese hostilities. It is quite impossi-
ble to absorb any large number of 
foreign refugees.”
Shanghai enjoyed an unusual sta-
tus in the early days of World War 
II. Japanese forces captured the 
city in November 1937, but they 
left control of the International Set-
tlement in the hands of the SMC. 
Under its multinational leadership, 
Shanghai remained one of the few 
ports in the world that would al-
low stateless persons entry. From 
1937 to 1939, more than 20,000 
Jewish refugees, mostly from Cen-
tral Europe, flooded into the city.
Over that same period, China suf-
fered a string of devastating mil-
itary defeats at the hands of the 
Japanese. After capturing Shang-
hai in November, the Imperial 
Army marched on Nanjing, forc-
ing Chiang Kai-shek and his gov-
ernment to flee. By January 1939, 
the Japanese controlled nearly the 
entirety of China’s eastern sea-
board. Chiang’s forces had halted 
the Imperial Army’s advance, but 
Chinese pleas for U.S. and British 
military support continued to fall 
flat.
Soon after Phillips sent his cable, 
Sun Ke learned that SMC officials 
planned to restrict the flow of ref-
ugees to Shanghai. Resettling Jew-
ish refugees in Yunnan suddenly 
seemed to him like the perfect 
solution to the joint crises facing 
his country. He began drafting his 
dispatch to the Civil Affairs Office 
the next month.
[Sun Ke believed that a more suit-
able refuge could be found in his 
own country. Not in Shanghai…
but in the Himalayan foothills 

of China’s hinterland. With Laos 
to the south and what was then 
called Burma to the west, Yunnan 
was a border province with an 
unusually temperate climate, stag-
gering natural beauty, and enough 
uncultivated land to accommo-
date 100,000 Jews fleeing Nazi 
persecution…]
The logic behind Sun Ke’s propos-
al was simple: If China offered ref-
uge to the persecuted Jews of Eu-
rope, then their co-religionists in 
the United States and Britain might 
convince those governments to 
support China against the Japa-
nese. “British economic support 
was in truth manipulated by these 
large merchants and bankers,” 
Sun Ke wrote, “and since many of 
these large merchants and bankers 
are Jewish, therefore this propos-
al would influence the British to 
have an even more favorable atti-
tude toward us.”
In addition to their propaganda 
value, Sun Ke believed that Jew-
ish refugees had something to 
offer a Chinese province lagging 
in economic development. In the 
short term, the symbol of Jewish 
refugees could help China win the 
war. In the long term, the refugees 
themselves, with their “strong fi-
nancial background and many 
talents,” as he put it, could help 
China develop into a great nation.
His reasoning echoed that of Ein-
stein, who told William back in 
1934 that his settlement project 
would “place at the service of Chi-
na the beneficent aid of Western 
skill, knowledge and science.” The 
historical record reveals no direct 
link between the plan that Wil-
liam presented to Einstein in 1934 
and Sun Ke’s proposal in 1939. 
However, William’s renown in the 
KMT and his correspondence with 
Sze, the ambassador, both suggest 
that the similarities between his 
idea and Sun Ke’s proposal were 
the result of influence, not coin-
cidence.
Some within the Chinese govern-
ment doubted that engaging with 
the thorny issue of Jewish refu-

Dentist, continued from page 1
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gees would be worth it. The For-
eign Ministry warned that govern-
ing Jews in China would only be 
tenable in the short term, before 
their demands for autonomy be-
came too difficult to control. Chi-
na’s Interior Ministry went further. 
“The enemy and fascist countries 
are constantly alleging that we are 
a communist state,” ministry of-
ficials wrote, “and at this time to 
take in a large number of Jews will 
make it difficult to avoid giving the 
enemy a pretext for propaganda. 
In general, in fascist theory, com-
munism and the Jews are frequent-
ly mentioned in the same breath.”
But the promise of potentially at-
tracting Western military assis-
tance proved stronger. In March 
1939, the KMT approved Sun Ke’s 
proposal and began publicizing 
the Yunnan plan in the Chinese 
and U.S. press. That they lacked 
a clear plan of execution made 
little difference. Since Jewish set-
tlement’s primary appeal lay in its 
propaganda value, merely declar-
ing support for it could be enough 
to win the sympathy of the Amer-
icans.
When William heard about Sun 
Ke’s proposal, he burst into ac-
tion. His peers in the United States 
had given him nothing but posi-
tive feedback, and with the KMT 
on board, it looked like his idea 
could finally become a reality. But 
the moment William started to 
ask for government money, things 
started to look different.
In response to polls revealing an 
electorate preoccupied with do-
mestic issues, the Roosevelt ad-
ministration’s foreign policy took a 
distinctly anti-immigration turn in 
the run-up to the 1940 presiden-
tial election. After Hitler annexed 
Austria in March 1938, the State 
Department maintained its quota 
of 27,730 visas for Germans, even 
as applications soared. By June 
1939, the waiting list had grown to 
more than 300,000. That month, 
an ocean liner called the St. Lou-
is carrying 937 mostly Jewish ref-
ugees from Hamburg got within 

[Gerd “Gary” Sternberg’s] father, 
Hermann, was born…in Wetzlar an 
der Lahn. Gary’s mother, Auguste, 
was born…in Lengoven, in pres-
ent-day Poland. Hermann and Au-
guste had come from very different 
worlds: Hermann from a wealthy 
family of cattle farmers, Auguste 
from a modest family of Polish farm-
ers. The more consequential differ-
ence between them, and one that 
would greatly complicate their lives, 
was that of religion: Hermann’s Jew-
ish faith meant that Hermann and 
Auguste’s two children, Gary and 
Ruth, increasingly encountered dis-
crimination even though the chil-
dren were being raised in Auguste’s 
Protestant faith. Gary insists, how-
ever, that religion was never a point 
of dissention or disagreement within 
the family. The Sternbergs celebrat-
ed Easter, Passover, Chanukah, and 
Christmas…  
Hermann had been a medic during 
the First World War and had been 
awarded the Iron Cross for having 
crawled out of a fox hole in order to 
save the life of a wounded officer. In 
Cuxhaven, Hermann maintained an 
orthopedic practice that he ran out 
of the house. Gary remembers his 
father’s workshop, where his father 
and an employee “would make arch 
supports, Hernia trusses, artificial 
limbs, braces, and a whole array of 
medical appliances.  It was such a 
fun place; there were machines, tools 
and all kinds of materials to make all 
these things.”[3]
Gary remembers life in Cuxhav-
en in idyllic terms…The Sternbergs 
lived on the first floor of a two-story 
house at Dohrmannstrasse 1, which 
was just a block away from the North 
Sea.[4] “There was a big back yard 
and the side of the house had a flow-
er garden and next to the garden 
there flowed a creek, it was called 
‘Die Wettern,’ the water was usually 
shallow, very clear and cool, but the 
current was swift, we had so much 
fun there, wading bare-footed in the 
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sight of the Miami harbor. U.S. 
immigration officers sent the ship 
back to Europe, where hundreds 
of its passengers were later mur-
dered in the Holocaust.
It was against this nativist back-
drop that William began holding 
meetings with State Department 
officials in August 1939. They 
referred him to a committee that 
advised Roosevelt on refugee af-
fairs, but no records of any further 
meetings survive. For a project 
that would involve transporting 
100,000 refugees from central 
Europe to China, the U.S. govern-
ment’s refusal to provide funding 
represented a death blow.
The exact circumstances in which 
the KMT abandoned the project 
are similarly murky. But this much 
is clear: In the archives of the year 
1939, there was a cacophony of 
discussion surrounding the Yun-
nan settlement plans. Press con-
ferences in Shanghai, dispatch-
es from Chongqing, meetings in 
Washington. Objections, assess-
ments, retorts. By 1940: nothing.
In the end, it was Pearl Harbor, 
not the sympathy of prominent 
Jews, that drove the United States 
and Great Britain to support Chi-
na. The ensuing Allied-backed 
counteroffensive vanquished Ja-
pan, but it left the KMT severely 
depleted. The Chinese Commu-
nist Party (CCP) seized on this 
weakness to relaunch its own 
campaign to control the country. 
In 1949, Mao Zedong established 
a new government in Beijing 
while Sun Ke and his comrades 
fled to Taiwan…
Harry Saunders is a graduate of 
Princeton University, where he 
studied history. He spent one year 
living in Yunnan province.
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cool water with the mud squishing be-
tween the toes, a net in one hand and 
a tin can in the other we would catch 
little minnows…”[5]  Often Gary and 
Ruth would walk to the beautiful beach 
along the North Sea and gaze at Cux-
haven’s famous Kugelbake (a tall struc-
ture used by seafarers for orientation)…

Storm clouds started to appear on the 
horizon as the 1930s progressed, how-
ever. Gary vividly remembers the prob-
lems that he encountered in school 
as anti-Semitism increasingly spread 
throughout the curriculum. Particular-
ly painful for him was being forced to 
watch anti-Semitic films, which invari-
ably depicted Jews as criminals and of-
ten contained scenes of violence. After 
one extremely explicit film that ended 
with townspeople beating up a Jew, 
Gary went home crying. When he ex-
plained the film to his father, Hermann 
said, “Don’t say anything about it.” 
Gary remembers his school cancelling 
all lessons in order to walk to the dike 
and greet Adolf Hitler as he sailed by 
Cuxhaven on a yacht: “I would guess 
that all the schools in town were on 
that dike. After a while the teachers 
were going around passing out paper 
swastika flags. It made quite a sight, 
the whole dike was bathed in a sea of 
red, black and white flags. It seemed 
like we were sitting there for a long 
time until Hitler’s ship finally appeared 
way off in the distance. Everybody was 
disappointed because they expected to 
at least get a glimpse of that German 
God. As the ship appeared, we were 
told that everybody jump to their feet 
waving their flags and arms and holler-
ing ‘Heil Hitler,’ it was a typical Nazi 
propaganda spectacle.”[8]

The storm finally hit for the Sternbergs 
on the early morning of June 14, 1938. 
Members of the Gestapo banged on 
the door and carted Hermann away 
before he even had a chance to say 
goodbye to Auguste and the children. 
Gary remembers, “My Mother was hys-
terical, and my sister and I were crying 
with all the commotion.”[9]  It would 
be weeks before the family learned 
that Hermann had been sent to Sach-
senhausen.

Although Gary and Ruth were being 
raised Protestant, they were still viewed 
by others as racially Jewish. Gary says 
that he was shunned a lot by the other 
children. He started to feel this acutely 

after Hermann was sent to Sachsen-
hausen: “In school not a lot of kids 
wanted to befriend me. Because 
they knew that my father was Jew-
ish. Especially when he went to the 
concentration camp, that was ‘He’s 
a Jew. He’s horrible. He’s got horns 
growing out of his head.’ Yeah, that 
was hard.” Gary says that up to that 
time in school he was thought of as 
being half-Jewish, but after his father 
was sent to Sachsenhausen, “then 
the half didn’t count that much; I was 
just Jewish, and that’s it.”
While Hermann was in Sachsenhau-
sen, men simply showed up at the 
house and took all of Hermann’s or-
thopedic equipment, machines, and 
tools. They claimed they were not 
stealing the items, but merely “buy-
ing it from the Jew, Sternberg.”  After 
loading everything on the truck, “the 
guy in charge put some papers on 
the table saying, ‘this is the invento-
ry of all things we bought, sign here’ 
and with that he threw a few Marks 
[…] on the table and left.”[10]  Her-
mann was released from the concen-
tration camp on January 28, 1939.
[11]  He and Auguste then tried to 
figure out what to do. Gary remem-
bers his father saying that the family 
would have to leave Germany. As he 
thinks back to his father making that 
painful decision, Gary is reminded of 
the similarities of his family to that 
of Anne Frank. He points out how 
Hermann Sternberg, like Otto Frank, 
was a World War I hero, and how 
both men had to tell their families 
that they had to leave Germany in 
search of a haven: “Families being 
uprooted from beautiful towns and 
familiar places, leaving friends and 
possessions behind and becoming 
refugees overnight. These scenes 
like the Frank’s and the Sternberg’s 
were played out thousands and thou-
sands of times, all for the same rea-
son, yet each a completely different 
story.”[12]
Hermann and Auguste were able to 
find one first-class ticket for Shang-
hai. Auguste implored Hermann to 
go, because, as a Jew, he was in the 
most danger. Somehow Hermann 
and Auguste scrounged up the mon-
ey for the expensive ticket, as well 
as for new clothes that would be 
suitable for Hermann in first-class 
passage.  During the months in Sach-
senhausen, Hermann had lost a tre-

mendous amount of weight and none 
of his clothes fit him anymore.  On 
May 15, 1939, he left Germany for 
Shanghai.[13] Auguste then looked 
for a way to get herself, Gary, and 
Ruth to Shanghai as soon as possible. 
Through the generosity of a rich cli-
ent of Hermann’s, Auguste got a job 
at a restaurant, and thus managed to 
provide sustenance for her children 
as she continued to search for a way 
out of Germany.[14] Gary remembers 
that as his mother struggled to make 
ends meet, money and food were in 
short supply.[15]
In September 1939, the Germans in-
vaded Poland, thus starting the Sec-
ond World War.  During the next year, 
Auguste, Ruth, and Gary experienced 
British bombing raids of Cuxhav-
en…“The bomb shelter was a cement 
thing and was cold and damp.  It was 
not good…Sometimes the bombs got 
so close that it broke out the windows 
in the house”… 
Auguste continued to work on get-
ting her, Gary, and Ruth out of Ger-
many and on the way to Shanghai. 
This proved difficult in Cuxhaven, 
so the three of them moved in with 
Auguste’s sister and brother-in-law 
(Annie and Kurt Kasulke) in Berlin. 
While waiting, the family often had to 
go down to the basement bomb shel-
ter of the apartment building. Gary 
remembers that in the shelter peo-
ple often told jokes that were critical 
of the Nazi regime. The Minister of 
Propaganda and Enlightenment and 
governing official (Gauleiter) of Ber-
lin, Joseph Goebbels, was particularly 
singled out for ridicule:  Gary remem-
bers people calling Goebbels “Halb 
Sieben”—indicating the hands of a 
clock at six-thirty—to mock the Min-
ister’s clubfoot appearance. Auguste 
was shocked at such brazen displays 
of criticism of the Nazis, but Annie 
assured her that no one was going to 
say anything because they were all of 
like mind.[17]  Eventually, in Berlin, 
and with the help of the Jewish Joint 
Distribution Committee, Auguste was 
able to finalize the arrangements for 
the trip to Shanghai.[18]
Auguste, Ruth, and Gary departed 
from Berlin and travelled by train 
through Poland and Russia. Gary re-
members going to Moscow, where 
they stayed in the luxurious Metropol 
Hotel, and they saw all the sights 
of the city. They then boarded the 



Points East 9
Trans-Siberian Railroad at Moscow and 
continued their long journey. Gary re-
members the train being very comfort-
able with amazing food in beautiful 
dining cars. His breath was taken away 
by the scenery of Lake Baikal as the 
train curved around the lake: “My pas-
time was to count all the tunnels [that 
were dug through the mountains], and 
I counted 53 of them!” His memory of 
Siberia: “Trees and trees and trees.” 
When they crossed the border from 
Russia to Manchuria (at the time, the 
Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo), 
Japanese soldiers boarded the train, 
and two soldiers stood guard with 
fixed bayonets in each car. Gary was 
frightened and thought they would be 
arrested. All the shades were drawn 
and an announcement was made that 
no one was to look out the windows: 
“We figured that there were a bunch of 
Japanese military installations that they 
didn’t want us to see.”  The train took 
them to Harbin, which Gary remem-
bers being called “Little Israel,” given 
its large Jewish population.  
In Harbin they boarded a Chinese 
train. The conditions onboard were 
dirty and the smell overwhelming. 
Sanitation conditions were deplorable, 
and there were people infested with 
lice.  This was a “total switch” from the 
conditions they had experienced up 
to this point on their journey.  On the 
Chinese train, Auguste, Gary, and Ruth 
first realized what their new lives were 
going to be like in China. Gary remem-
bers his mother, whom he describes 
as “a neat freak” being “in total hor-
ror.” Gary also remembers that on the 
train all the signs were in Chinese and 
English, “which of course we couldn’t 
read but Muttie [Mommy] had the fore-
sight to bring a little pocket dictionary 
from German to English and English to 
German.”[19]  The train took them to 
a port on the Yellow Sea. At the port 
they boarded a dirty Japanese steam-
er.  Gary remembers they spent three 
days on this “rusted out rust bucket” to 
journey to Shanghai.  Upon arriving in 
Shanghai after the long journey, they 
were greeted by Hermann, who in-
formed them that he had not secured a 
place for them to stay.  Suffice it to say, 
Auguste was not pleased to learn this. 
Fortunately, they were quickly able to 
find a one-bedroom apartment.
The apartment was on the second floor 
of the building and had a balcony that 
overlooked a Japanese garrison.  From 

the balcony they could watch the 
Japanese soldiers doing their exer-
cises with bamboo sticks. Overall, 
Gary says their relations with the 
Japanese were favorable, and there 
even was a Japanese soldier who 
sometimes brought fruit and meat 
to Gary’s family.
Given that Gary and Ruth were 
Christian, they attended a Christian 
missionary school.    Gary says the 
missionary school placed too much 
emphasis on religious instruction 
at the expense of secular subjects, 
and thus, when he and his sister 
later had to attend the Shanghai 
Jewish Youth Association School, 
they were very far behind the other 
children in their respective grades.
In 1943, the Japanese set up a 
“Designated Area” in the Hongkew 
district. This meant that Gary and 
his family had to move from their 
one-room apartment into a camp 
within the Designated Area. Gary 
explains, “Shanghai for the most 
part—pardon the expression—is 
a shithole, and Hongkew is the 
shithole of Shanghai.”  The camp 
they moved into was the Chaou-
foong Road Camp, which used 
to be a former Chinese universi-
ty.  Gary and Hermann slept in 
bunks in the men’s dormitory, and 
Auguste and Ruth in a large hall.  
Gary explains the effect on his 
mother: “My mother went hysteri-
cal.  There were bedbugs and lice, 
and it stunk.  She went crazy.”  A 
few weeks later, Hermann was able 
to find a space in a building that 
was called the “hospital building.” 
They moved to the third floor of the 
building. There they lived with four 
other families in a large room that 
was only separated with bunk beds 
and sheets. They only had recourse 
to communal toilets and cooking 
facilities. Gary remembers it not 
being easy, with families bickering 
and kids screaming all the time.
Gary fell in love with football 
(American “soccer”) and ping-
pong.  He explains how if a kid had 
a football or a ping-pong ball, that 
kid was popular.  “When the ball 
broke, his popularity waned. So, 
that was the culture of the camp.  
[He laughs.]”  The children put pic-
nic tables together and put bricks 
on them to serve as the ping-pong 
“net.”  It did not matter to them 

that the planks of the tables were all 
warped. They played football on the 
field of the former university and had 
organized teams. The football league 
was actually quite large…  
The kids improvised when it came to 
toys and games. They played a game 
called “Packs” which was like Mar-
bles but with cigarette packs…After 
the war, the kids added Marbles to 
their repertoire of games. (They simply 
could not afford the marbles during the 
war.)  They often made footballs out of 
rags because actual balls were rare.  
“Any kid who had a ball was the most 
popular kid on the block”… 
Auguste took the children to church in 
Shanghai, and it was in Shanghai that 
Gary was confirmed.  Gary explains, 
though, that he was never really re-
ligious.  He says there were a lot of 
mixed marriages among the refugees, 
but there were also a lot of Christians 
who had been established in Shanghai 
well before the refugees arrived. Gary 
remembers the church not looking 
much like a church, but just a regular 
building with services in it.  Not being 
very religious, Gary remembers liking 
to go to the church simply because he 
could get cookies there…
Gary remembers being bullied by 
the Jewish children in the camp.  He 
says, “in Germany I was persecuted for 
being a Jew, and in Shanghai I’m be-
ing persecuted for being a Christian.” 
He was singled out and called “Jesus 
Christ.” Thinking back, Gary says, 
“Kids are kids.”

After the war, Hermann rented a little 
storefront on Chushan Road. The fami-
ly moved out of the camp into a room 
in a house on Tongshan Road.  The 
lanes stunk and had garbage strewn 
all over the place, but Gary points out, 
“that, by comparison, was luxury.”  
They applied to come to the United 
States, and “it took us three years to-
tal from the time we applied.”  In June 
1948, the family received visas to go to 
the United States.  One memory stands 
out prominently for Gary about this 
process:  When it was time for them 
to go to the American Consulate Gen-
eral to pick up the final documents to 
travel to the United States, they went 
by taxi cab.  This had become some-
what of a tradition for families to do in 
celebration of finally getting to leave 
for the United States. When it was time 
for the Sternbergs to do this, however, 
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Hermann wavered, saying it was sim-
ply too expensive.  But Ruth begged 
and begged until Hermann finally re-
lented. Gary laughs when he points 
out that the taxi cab did not come 
to them; rather, they had to walk to 
the taxi cab and then take it the few 
blocks to the American Consulate 
General…
The Sternberg family then embarked 
on their journey to the United States.  
They first set foot on American soil 
in Honolulu, Hawaii, and the Jew-
ish Community Center there treated 
them like kings.  Gary glows as he 
remembers, “We couldn’t believe 
just how they treated us, we felt so 
important, here little refugees from 
Shanghai, and they made us feel so 
important.  And they sent each one of 
us off with a great big bag full of little 
Hawaiian oranges. Real thin-skinned 
oranges. And they were like sugar…
The amount of fruit that we had had 
was almost non-existent”…Gary says 
his trip on the “slow boat to the Unit-
ed States,” took about two or three 
weeks. 
When Gary thinks of his arrival in San 
Francisco, he chokes up: “That was 
such a transformation.  It’s like com-
ing from Hell into Heaven.”  He re-
members when the ship approached 
the Golden Gate Bridge: “It’s enor-
mous.  And I’m looking around, I’m 
asking everybody.  And one of the 
crew from the ship comes up and I 
asked, ‘where’s the Statue of Liber-
ty?’ And he starts laughing, and I felt 
like an idiot. He says, ‘You’re in the 
wrong place. You’re on the opposite 
side of the country.’ I didn’t know! 
[Gary laughs.]”
The Sternbergs were admitted into 
the United States on July 22, 1948.  
They stayed in San Francisco for 
about three months.  They had two 
rooms in a hotel: Hermann and Gary 
in one, Auguste and Ruth in the other.  
The family then moved on to Cleve-
land, Ohio.  Gary laughs and says, 
“For me ‘Ohio’ meant ‘good morn-
ing’ in Japanese.  But it was Cleve-
land, Ohio, never heard of it.”  On 
the block to which they moved, they 
were surrounded by other families of 
refugees from Shanghai.  He recalls, 
“It was like little Jewish Germany.” 
Everybody knew everybody else and 
were generally friendly to one an-
other. One day, Gary ran into Hen-

ry Litmanovitz [a former friend from 
Shanghai], although Henry’s family 
had Anglicized their name to Littman.  
The Littmans moved in two doors 
down from the Sternbergs.  From this 
point on, Gary and Henry were insep-
arable. They double-dated and went 
to parties together...Gary remembers 
that all he and Henry wanted to do 
was lose their German accents and 
become Americans…
Gary had always been good with his 
hands, so he got a job with a lock-
smith and an electrician, who shared 
a store.  Under their tutelage, Gary 
learned about electricity, radio, locks, 
and more. Then Gary took a job at a 
factory that made aircraft parts.  Gary 
started doing backbreaking work car-
rying long, heavy sheets of steel.  He 
then moved into the inspection divi-
sion and started taking trade school 
courses.
In 1952, Gary was drafted into the 
service. Given his electrical expe-
rience, he was put into anti-aircraft 
radar.  After basic training, he was 
shipped to Korea.  At the time, he 
figured this would be fine, because 
there were no enemy planes in Korea. 
The problem, though, was that when 
he arrived in Korea, he was assigned 
to the First Field Artillery Observation 
Battalion. Gary soon found that this 
“is not a fun job…Your life expectan-
cy is not very good.”  Gary explains, 
“We had a big radar stand sitting right 
behind the front lines with everyone 
looking down our throat and shooting 
mortars at us and we had nothing to 
shoot back with.” His unit’s job was 
to figure out the trajectory of mortar 
and artillery shells, plot them out on 
the map, and then call that informa-
tion back to an artillery unit, which 
would then fire on the area. Gary’s 
unit was sent wherever there was the 
most artillery fire on the Main Line 
of Resistance (MLR) that stretched all 
the way from the west coast to the 
east coast of the country.  The unit 
was often exposed to the enemy for 
long stretches of time…
Upon the conclusion of his service 
in Korea, Gary reflected on how mi-
raculous it was that he had survived 
bombing raids in Germany and Chi-
na and then serving in a “four-point 
zone” (the most dangerous) in Korea. 
Through it all, the worst injury he 
sustained was a cut on his leg from 

running into barbed-wire when he 
and his friends were fleeing a mortar 
attack while returning from a movie 
at Battery Headquarters…
In order to marry Noreen Gottlieb, 
whom he met on a blind date, Gary 
converted to Judaism. He laughs and 
says, “Her grandmother didn’t want 
her to marry a Goy”… In 1964, Gary, 
Noreen, and their daughter, Pammy, 
moved to Los Angeles with Hermann 
and Auguste.[21]  Not too long after 
this, Hermann passed away of lung 
cancer and Auguste died of a heart at-
tack. Gary breaks up when he thinks 
of the problems he encountered 
when he tried to have Auguste buried 
next to Hermann in the Jewish ceme-
tery. The hatred that had flared over 
the union between a Jewish man and 
a Christian woman that Gary had wit-
nessed in Germany and China now 
reared its head again in Los Angeles. 
Gary stayed his hand and he ultimate-
ly was able to prevail in having his 
parents laid in rest together…
Having experienced one too many 
California earthquakes, Gary and 
Noreen decided to move to Las Vegas 
in 1969.  The following year Noreen 
gave birth to the second of their two 
children, Adam. In Las Vegas Gary 
opened his own appliance service 
business. Not too long afterward, 
he enrolled in Michael Gaughan’s 
card-dealing school. During the day, 
Gary ran the business; at night, he 
learned the art of the deal.
Gary notes that, at the time, to be-
come a dealer at a major casino, 
one first had to break in downtown, 
where one did not make much mon-
ey.  Usually, to get a job at Caesars 
Palace—the greatest casino in the 
world at the time—one had to work 
first for about four years downtown.  
“Obviously, I wasn’t going to go that 
route,” Gary explains. Instead, Gary 
played his Ace card: table tennis…In 
Las Vegas he pursued this passion by 
starting a table tennis club with stu-
dents at UNLV.  It just so happened 
that an executive at Caesars Palace, 
named Neil Smyth, also had a passion 
for table tennis.  Gary said nobody 
wanted to play with Neil because he 
had a weird style, but Gary did. Gary 
asked Neil about working at Caesars 
Palace, and Neil said that if Gary got 
a little bit of experience dealing, he 
could have a job at Caesars Palace. 
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Gary then proceeded to go from casi-
no to casino downtown looking for a 
job, but only found rejection.  
Next thing he knew, he got a call 
from a man by the name of Dick Nee 
about a busted washing machine. It 
turned out Dick also had a hot-water 
heater emergency. Gary fixed both 
the washing machine and the hot-wa-
ter heater (despite having little expe-
rience working on the latter). Dick 
was a dealer. Gary asked him if he 
could help him break in downtown. 
Dick made a phone call to his friend 
Marv, a pit boss at the Bonanza Casi-
no.  Marv took Gary to see his friend, 
a casino manager at the El Cortez Ca-
sino, who gave Gary an audition and 
hired him…
After Gary worked at the El Cortez 
for seven months, Neal Smyth carried 
through on his promise and Gary was 
granted an audition at Caesars Palace. 
He passed. He laughs and says, “So, 
now I’m a big shot dealer at Caesars 
Palace!” Gary recalls the stress of 
the first day: “I’m on the game for 
about two seconds, a guy [sits] down 
[at my table and says] ‘Let me have 
a ten-thousand-dollar marker.’ [Gary 
starts laughing hysterically and shakes 
to show how nervous he was at the 
time.]” Gary’s boss came up to him 
and said, “Gary, if you can’t handle 
that action, I’ll put someone else on.” 
Gary said, “No, sir, I can do it, and I 
dealt away.” For the next 31 years and 
one month, Gary handled the action. 
In 2005, at 74 years of age, he put 
down his dealer’s apron.
Gary says he is very proud of the 
prestige of having worked at Caesars 
Palace. He explains, “To some peo-
ple this may seem like a very minor 
thing, but to me, a little Jewish boy 
from China—a little refugee boy—this 
was a big thing […] to get the best job 
in a town like Las Vegas”…
Although Gary Sternberg spent close 
to 32 years cleanly distributing the 
cards in Las Vegas, it is clear he has 
spent his whole life as a dealer.  He 
has always been shuffling the cards, 
going from Cuxhaven to Berlin to 
Moscow to Harbin to Shanghai to Ho-
nolulu to San Francisco to Cleveland 
to Los Angeles to Las Vegas.  With 
his trained hands he has shuffled 
employers countless times: ranging 
from an aircraft manufacturer, Sears 
Roebuck, Caesars Palace, and several 

others.  He has dabbled in the worlds 
of washing machine repair, interior 
design, and fashion accessories. He 
has been through bombing attacks in 
Germany, China, and Korea. He has 
seen just about every hand imagin-
able in Las Vegas. Many more articles 
could be written just on his brushes 
with Frank Sinatra, Telly Savalas, Da-
vid Hasselhoff, and many others over 
the decades.  In fact, the transcript of 
Gary’s interview for an oral history 
project conducted by UNLV for the 
history of Las Vegas spans several 
hundred pages.
Looking back at all the hands he has 
dealt and has been dealt, he offers 
two bits of advice for new players to 
the table:  First: “If you would take 
religion out of the human equation 
there would be a lot less death, a lot 
less killing, a lot less dissension. But 
this is how things are, so you have to 
make the best of it.”  Second:  “The 
moral of the story of me and so many 
like me, is, that if you are dealt a 
bad hand you don’t have to play it, 
you certainly don’t double down on 
it or keep on whining about it, you 
fold or pass and go on till [you] get a 
good hand and then double down or 
raise.”[23]…
Kevin Ostoyich is a non-resident fel-
low at AGI. He is associate professor 
and chair of the Department of Histo-
ry at Valparaiso University (Valpara-
iso, IN). His research on the history 
of the Shanghai Jews has been spon-
sored by the Sino-Judaic Institute, 
the Wheat Ridge Ministries – O.P. 
Kretzmann Memorial Fund Grant of 
Valparaiso University, the Indiana 
Academy of the Social Sciences, and 
Dean Jon T. Kilpinen of Valparaiso 
University’s College of Arts & Scienc-
es. He is currently trying to interview 
as many Shanghailanders as possible. 
If you would like to be interviewed or 
know someone who might want to be 
interviewed, please contact Professor 
Ostoyich at kevin.ostoyich@valpo.
edu.
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[3] Gary Sternberg, Unpublished mem-
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tobiography of Gerd (Gary) Sternberg: 
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ber 20, 2014), 5.
[4] Ibid., 2.
[5] Ibid., 2-3.

[8] Ibid., 9.
[9] Ibid., 10-11.
[10] Ibid., 12.
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sent presents so the Sternbergs could 
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Cuxhaven,” 14.
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forts to keep her family alive, see Kev-
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as Sternberg, “The Kid from Cuxhav-
en,” 24.
[18] On Auguste Sternberg’s efforts to 
get the family to safety, see Kevin Os-
toyich, “Mothers: Remembering Three 
Women on the 80th Anniversary of 
Kristallnacht.”
[19] Sternberg, “The Kid from Cuxhav-
en,” 35. 
[21] Pammy was born in 1958.
[23] E-mail from Gary Sternberg to 
Kevin Ostoyich, March 17, 2019.
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Discussion
While the dating of the lineages 
does not necessarily indicate the 
antiquity of the Kaifeng community, 
it does however tie in to develop-
ments in the Babylonian and Persian 
Jewish worlds. The 8th-10th centu-
ries CE were a time of trade expan-
sion along the silk road and the sea 
spanning Iberia and Morocco in the 
West to China in the East. A group of 
little understood Jewish merchants 
known as the Radhanim (Radhanites) 
were multilingual Jewish merchants 
that traveled a large global network 
as reported by the Persian geogra-
pher Ibn Khordadbeh in his book Ki-
tab al-Masalik wa-I-Mamalik (Book 
of Roads and Kingdoms) which was 
written around 870 CE.
It is entirely possible that the Kaifeng 
Jewish community dates to this time 
period. However, no physical evi-
dence has been uncovered in the ar-
chaeological record yet that dates to 
this time period. Certainly, by 1489, 
the Kaifeng Jewish community was 
well-established as one of the ste-
le[8] that was erected in the court-
yard of the synagogue is dated to 
then. The result from AB-514, if the 
public sample is confirmed to date 
to between 800-950 YBP, would 
support that the Kaifeng community 
was already established well before 
the 1489 steele.
The Persian connection is clear from 
the historical record. Manuscripts 
found globally from the Kaifeng 
community attest to the use of Ju-
deo-Persian.[9] There is evidence [1] 
that the ancestors of the Jews of Kai-
feng were traders, diplomats, or ref-
ugees from Persia (modern-day Iran) 
or Central Asia who settled in China 
and integrated into Chinese society.
Whether it was Radhanim or 
Jews from the Persian-Babylonian 
spheres, it is clear that the Silk Road 
is key to the settlement of Jews in 
Kaifeng. The Silk Road, a network 
of trade routes connecting Asia and 
Europe, played a significant role in 
facilitating cultural and religious ex-
changes between different regions. 
Jewish merchants or travelers who 
traversed the Silk Road may have 
introduced Judaism to Kaifeng and 
contributed to the formation of the 
Jewish community there.
The presence of a Jewish communi-
ty in Kaifeng highlights the cultural 

The Genetic Origins of the 
Jews of Kaifeng, China: Pre-
liminary Findings
CORRECTION

[After we published Kevin Brook’s ar-
ticle “Genetic Confirmation” in Points 
East 39:2, July 2024, we were contact-
ed by Adam Brown from Avotaynu 
and asked to reprint the following ar-
ticle, upon which Mr. Brook’s article 
was based but without his attribution. 
ED]

Reprinted from: https://avotaynuon-
line.com/2024/07/ the -genetic- or-
igins - of - the - jews - of - kai feng - chi -
na-preliminary-findings/
Filed Under DNA Studies By Adam 
Brown, Michael Waas, Harold Rhode, 
Myrna Gabbay, Danil Shimonov, Aar-
on Pinkhasov, Bennett Greenspan, 
Wim Penninx and Raquel Levy-Tole-
dano on July 15, 2024 
[This subject matter of this announce-
ment is presently in the pre-publica-
tion process and will be published in 
full with accompanying data follow-
ing peer review.]
The Avotaynu DNA Project is pleased 
to announce that its advanced genetic 
testing of men from the Bukhari and 
Kurdish Jewish communities has un-
expectedly shed light on the origins 
of the ancient Jewish community of 
Kaifeng, China. The Jewish commu-
nity in Kaifeng, greatly diminished 
by centuries of assimilation, has a 
unique and fascinating history that 
has intrigued scholars, historians, and 
researchers for centuries. Several the-
ories have been proposed about the 
origins of the Jews of Kaifeng, offer-
ing different perspectives on how and 
why a Jewish community established 
itself in this ancient Chinese city (Lay-
tner and Paper 2017[1]; Leslie 1972[2]; 
Qianzhi and Des Forges 2018[3]; Sha-
piro 1984[4]; Sharot 2007[5]; White 
1966[6]).
Fortuitously, independent researcher 
Harold Rhode tested male members 
of four surviving paternal lineages of 
well-researched and pedigreed Jewish 
clans of Kaifeng in 2013 and enrolled 
his participants in the Avotaynu DNA 
project which undertook advanced 
Next Generation Sequencing of their 
samples in 2019.
One of the four lineages of the Kai-
feng Jews discovered by Rhodes 

carries Y DNA haplogroup O-M175 
(Avotaynu AB-881) a common east 
Asian haplogroup with no known 
Jewish associations in other commu-
nities. A second haplogroup N-M231 
(possibly Avotaynu AB-768) has an 
indeterminate connection to Jewish 
communities in Iraq and is undergo-
ing advanced testing. 
Two further lineages discovered by 
Rhodes in Kaifeng have incontrovert-
ible matches to individuals tested by 
the Avotaynu Project from historic 
Jewish communities in Bukhara and 
Kurdistan which were recruited to our 
study by Avotaynu investigators Aar-
on Pinkhasov, Danil Shimonov and 
Myrna Ovadia Gabbay.
The Kurdish-Kaifeng Lineage   Avotay-
nu AB-370 J-FTF9916 (NEW)
According to dating[7] provided by 
FamilyTreeDNA, the mean dating of 
the newly discovered Kurdish-Kaifeng 
lineage is 1,482 years before present 
(YBP) with a range of 904 – 2,296  
YBP (95% CI). Avotaynu has identi-
fied additional men from the Kurdish 
Jewish community that belong to this 
haplogroup. The STRs are divergent, 
suggesting that the shared ancestor of 
the Kurdish Jews is also quite old.
FTDNA:    https://discover.family-
treedna.com/y-dna/J-FTF9916/story
Yfull: https://www.yfull.com/tree/J-
FT41076/
The Bukharin-Kaifeng Lineage    
Avotaynu AB-514  R-FT14557 (NEW)
The Bukharan-Kaifeng lineage is 
1,312 years before present (YBP) with 
a range of 778 – 2,074  YBP (95% 
CI). Avotaynu has identified addition-
al men from Bukhara and Baghdad 
that belong to this haplogroup in our 
study. With further NGS, refinement 
of age of the haplogroup and its de-
velopment will be better understood. 
In addition, a Chinese sample test-
ed on 23MoFang, a Chinese genetic 
testing company, appears to match 
Avotaynu’s Kaifeng sample from AB-
514 800 YBP according to public data 
on YFull. If that is indeed the case, 
that would suggest that the Kaifeng 
community is indeed older than the 
archaeological record currently indi-
cates, discussed below.
FTDNA:     https://discover.family-
treedna.com/y-dna/R-FT14557/story
Yfull:          https://www.yfull.com/sc/
tree/R-Y168245/
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and religious diversity of the city and 
its interactions with foreign traders, 
diplomats, and immigrants. Over 
time, the Jews of Kaifeng adapted to 
Chinese customs, language, and tra-
ditions while maintaining their Jewish 
identity and religious practices. The 
rare manuscript Ms. 926[10] of the 
Hebrew Union College, is a memori-
al book with prayers for Sabbath Eve. 
It is exceptional for showing both its 
Judeo-Persian speaking roots as well 
as its integration into the Chinese 
community as names in the memorial 
book are written both in Hebrew and 
Chinese.
As time passed, the size of the Jewish 
presence in Kaifeng became greatly 
diminished.  In 1642, a catastrophic 
flood of the Yellow River reduced the 
Jewish community to fewer than 200 
families from seven clans with the 
surnames Li, Zhao, Ai, Zhang, Gao, 
Jin and Shi.  It is believed that inter-
marriage with local Chinese residents 
and other forms of assimilation into 
Chinese society, as well as migration 
to other parts of China had reduced 
the population such that by 1980, the 
number of Jewish descendants in Kai-
feng had declined to 79 families with 
six surnames (Zhang was no longer 
found in the community).[11]
The Avotaynu Project: The Genet-
ic Census of the Jewish People is 
an independent team of academ-
ics and community historians that 
has compiled over 10,000 donated 
DNA results largely from the Ashke-
nazi community since 2000 and has 
methodically sought out and test-
ed 2,000 individuals from far-flung 
non-Ashkenazi Jewish communities 
since 2016. Active testing continues. 
As part of its process, the Avotaynu 
study starts with an initial Y37 panel 
on each of its participants in an effort 
to detect possible new lineages and 
then re-runs representative samples 
within each prospective lineage uti-
lizing NGS to define ancestral con-
nections with specificity.
All of the Avotaynu Project’s DNA 
samples were processed at the Hous-
ton, Texas laboratory of Family Tree 
DNA; Goran Runfeldt, Michael Sag-
er, and Paul Maier of the FTDNA staff 
participated in the identification and 
dating of Y chromosome variants. 
Further information about the study 
can be found at www.AvotaynuOn-
line.com;. The study administrators 
welcome inquiries via Adam.Brown@
AvotaynuDNA.org

A Final Note from Adam Brown: 
There are a number of paternal Kai-
feng lineages whose descendants we 
have not had access to. If there are 
any Kaifeng descendants living in 
the West, we would be very pleased 
to sample them and add them (anon-
ymously of course) to our study.
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gogue in Kaifeng”, accessed on https://
tealtld.ds.lib.uw.edu/exhibits/show/
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tled%20in%20Kaifeng,worked%20
a s % 2 0 c o t t o n % 2 0 d y e r s % 2 0
and%E2%80%A6

[10] See https://mss.huc.edu/phpview-
er/index.php?path=MS_926, last ac-
cessed July 14, 2024.

[11] Wang Yisha, “Descendants of the 
Kaifeng Jews”, found in Shapiro, pages 
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Cormac Uriah Lee is an anomaly. Born 
and raised in China, the 24-year-old 
claims to be one of China’s last remaining 
Bukharian Jews.

Growing up in a predominantly homog-
enous Han Chinese environment, he al-
ways felt a sense of difference—and was 
even singled out by classmates for having 
a “big nose.” His family observed Jewish 
traditions like salting meat and lighting 
Shabbat candles, though they didn’t fully 
grasp their significance.

I spoke witah Lee following his recent vis-
it to the Bukharian Jewish community in 
Queens. Our conversation delved into his 
unique journey, including the challenges 
he faced during his conversion to Juda-
ism and his experiences growing up with 
Bukharian Jewish roots in China. Despite 
language and cultural barriers, Lee feels 
a profound connection to the community 
and its history, with the visit deepening 
his bond with his roots and highlighting 
the importance of preserving Jewish her-
itage.

Read our conversation, which took 
place during Cormac’s road trip through 
Charleston, S.C.—his final cross-country 
journey before relocating to Israel.

Erin Levi: So, you’re moving to Israel! 
Have you been before?

Cormac Uriah Lee: Yes, I have. I actual-
ly lived in Jerusalem for seven months in 
2022 while interning at the Knesset. The 
government collapsed during that time, 
and I had to come back.

A Different Chinese Jew
By Erin Levi
Excerpted from The Bukharian Times, 
21 August 2024, https://www.bukhar-
iantimes.org/2024/08/21/from-guang-
zhou-to-queens-the-unbelievable-tale-of-
a-chinese-jew/
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three and a half years in Walla Walla, 
Washington, majoring in Politics and Ger-
man Studies, with a stint in Jerusalem. 

EL: That’s quite a diverse background...
So, tell me more about your conversion 
process. Was it easy?

CUL: [No.] We had a lot of books and 
family records, but those were mostly 
destroyed or lost during the Cultural Rev-
olution in China in the 1960s. The Ashke-
nazi Haredi community said they wanted 
to recognize me but didn’t know how 
to help, while the Sephardi community 
was more stringent on me having to go 
through conversion.

EL:  How did you proceed from there?

CUL:  I decided if I wanted to become 
religious, I needed to study. So I chose 
the Sephardi path, despite the challenges 
along the way. I eventually met a rabbi in 
Seattle [Rabbi Benjamin Hassan] through 
a rabbinical connection in Jerusalem. He 
told me to find my way to Seattle. So, I 
moved there on the day of my graduation 
and started working as the office manag-
er for a Turkish synagogue there. Later, 
I worked as a policy associate for public 
safety and transportation in Seattle.

EL: How long did the conversion process 
take?

CUL: For Seattle standards, it was quite 
fast. Some people take up to 12 years to 
convert, but because I attended yeshiva 
and pushed myself hard, it took me exact-
ly one year. I went to the mikvah on Yom 
Yerushalayim [this year it fell on June 5].

EL: Mazel tov! How did your mother re-
act to your conversion? Was she there 
with you?

CUL: My mother still lives in China. 
I managed to buy her tickets to visit in 
October, right after October 7th. She 
saw firsthand how the Jewish community 
coped with the tragedy and rose from it. 
I’m incredibly grateful that she is 100% 
supportive of my decision to convert and 
move to Israel. On the day of my conver-
sion, she said it was the proudest day of 
her life.

EL: That’s so moving. Tell me about your 
recent visit to Rego Park and Forest Hills. 
How did it come about?

CUL: I had wanted to visit the Bukha-
rian community in New York for years 
because of my Bukharian lineage, but I 
didn’t feel entitled to claim the title of 
Bukharian Jew myself. We just had fam-
ily memories, and we didn’t know any 
traditions or people in the community. 
When I moved to Seattle, I made friends 
with a Bukharian Jew who had moved 

EL: What a fascinating time to be there. 
Can you tell me a bit about your back-
ground? I understand you were born in 
China?

CUL: Yes, I was born and raised in Guang-
zhou until 2019, when I was 19.

EL: Where exactly?

CUL:  Guangzhou is a coastal city north of 
Hong Kong, but my family’s history is tied 
to Western China. According to our oral 
history, we arrived in Kashgar from Cen-
tral Asia about 250 to 300 years ago, and 
then moved to Qapqal, Bortala, which 
used to be part of the Ili Governate. My 
Bukharian ancestors married into the Sibe 
tribe, a Tungusic-speaking ethnic group in 
Xinjiang (it’s a whole story unto its own). 
After my family married in, a descendant 
married into the Qing Dynasty ruled by 
the Manchurians.

In the 1980s, northwestern China was 
very impoverished and politically unsta-
ble so people, including my own mother, 
migrated to bigger cities in coastal/capital 
regions of China like Beijing, Shanghai 
and Guangzhou. That’s how we ended 
up there.

EL: What a story! Were you raised with 
any specific cultural or religious tradi-
tions?

CUL: Yes, although we didn’t know any 
other Jewish families outside of our own. 
I never came into contact with Jews, secu-
lar or religious, until I arrived in the US in 
2019. When I was little, I was always told 
that we were different from our neighbors 
and friends.

EL:  How else did this cultural difference 
manifest in your daily life?

CUL:The cultural differences were signifi-
cant. For instance, the food we cooked at 
home was different from the Han Chinese 
majority. My family, for example, cooked 
dishes like Baksh, which were unusual in 
the major Han Chinese territories. Also, 
despite looking Chinese to Westerners, in 
China, I was never recognized as Chinese 
and was even called “the big nose” when 
I was younger.

EL: Ha! Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh. It’s sur-
prising that the stereotype knows no 
bounds. Did your family practice any 
Jewish customs?

CUL: We kept some traditions, though we 
didn’t always understand their origins. For 
example, we lit candles on Shabbat, but 
we weren’t observant in a formal sense. 
My grandmother lit the candles, and 
though my mother was a single parent 
working around the clock, we still main-
tained some traditions like washing hands 

in the morning, even if we didn’t know the 
prayers. We also salted meat before cooking 
it, which was a tradition passed down from 
my grandmother, but we didn’t know why 
we did it until I learned about kosher prac-
tices later in Israel.

EL: That must have been quite an enlight-
ening experience. Was your grandmother 
Jewish? How about your grandfather?

CUL: According to our family history and 
self-identity, yes, my grandmother was 
Jewish. My grandfather, on the other hand, 
looked very Central Asian. Halachically, we 
can’t be certain, but we hold onto our fami-
ly’s traditions and identity. My family has al-
ways maintained a connection to our Jewish 
roots, even though, historically, many of our 
records might be lost [due to the Cultural 
Revolution] or mythologized.

EL: Did Kashgar have a synagogue, and if 
so, what happened to it?

CUL: Yes, there was a synagogue in Kash-
gar. According to family history and what 
I’ve learned recently, after we migrated from 
Kashgar, we kept some connection with 
Central Asia through trade routes. Kashgar 
was the only major trading depot in the re-
gion and the last remnant of memories with 
a Jewish community that my family could 
recall. However, due to events like the Little 
Ice Age (this ended in the1850s) and social 
upheaval, our connections weakened, and 
by the early 20th century, we lost touch 
with the wider Jewish world.

EL: Growing up in China, what did you 
know about Jewish people and Israel?

CUL: My mother raised me to be a proud 
Jew and Zionist. We were aware of major 
historical events like the Holocaust and the 
establishment of Israel. My family has al-
ways been patriotic to China but also em-
phasized our roots and connection to Isra-
el. We served in the military almost every 
generation through the imperial period to 
the revolutionary period. The sad part is we 
fought on all sides against each other during 
the civil wars. My mother taught me that 
while we could be proud of our Chinese 
identity, we should not forget our Jewish 
heritage. We chose not to assimilate be-
cause the non-Jews will remind us that we 
are Jewish in the most sobering way.

EL: How did you end up in the US?

CUL: It was a series of so-called coincidenc-
es, which I believe were guided by Hash-
em [God]. A college in Washington State 
offered me a full scholarship, and before 
I knew it, I packed up and moved to the 
States five years ago.

EL: Are you finished with college now?

CUL: Yes, I graduated a year ago. I spent 
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from Rego Park. Ahead of a recent Shab-
bat, my host in Teaneck, NJ canceled last 
minute, so I reached out to my friend’s 
family, who welcomed me…

Arriving in Rego Park on Erev Shabbat, I 
felt a strange familiarity. Although I had 
never been to Queens before and didn’t 
speak Russian, the atmosphere felt oddly 
familiar, like forgotten childhood memo-
ries. Walking the streets and seeing the 
community was overwhelming. When 
Rafael took me to the Bukharian Jewish 
Museum on Shabbat (the door was left 
open for me), I was astonished by the 
warm hospitality and the exhibits. The 
artifacts and displays, like the old bread 
ovens and wooden carts, reminded me 
of Kashgar and my grandparents’ home. 
It was like a time capsule of my early 
memories.

EL: Did you manage to keep any of your 
grandparents’ items or photos?

CUL: The photos are still in my grandpar-
ents’ old home in China. My grandmother 
has passed away, and my grandfather is in 
poor health. The photos were already in 
poor condition when I last saw them, so 
finding them now would be difficult.

EL: I’m sorry to hear that. May her mem-
ory be a blessing. So, why did you choose 
to convert, especially with the rise in an-
tisemitism post-October 7th?

CUL: I grew up believing I was Jewish. 
Even in China, during events like the 
Squirrel Hill shooting, I felt that hiding our 
identity was not a solution. I began open-
ly wearing a kippah and speaking about 
Jewish identity in my online platform in 
China. The rise in antisemitism only rein-
forced my decision to convert. It’s about 
bearing the suffering of Am Israel and con-
tributing to the Jewish community. I feel 
a sense of duty and responsibility to be 
involved and serve the Jewish people.

EL: Do you envision yourself moving to 
Israel for the rest of your life?

CUL: After the pandemic, I’ve become 
less focused on long-term goals because 
things can change unexpectedly. I hope 
to live in Israel and serve the Jewish com-
munity, but my skills and understanding of 
Chinese and American systems may allow 
me to contribute to Israel and the diaspora 
in various ways.

EL: Are you surprised by how China has 
become pro-Hamas?

CUL: Not at all. Even when I was in high 
school, I warned that China’s subtle phi-
lo-Semitism would shift once nationalism 
took hold. China’s current stance aligns 
with that shift.

EL: Is there anything else you’d like to 
add about the community or the muse-
um?

CUL: The Bukharian Jewish community 
in Rego Park and Forest Hills is incredi-
ble. It embodies the rich history of Bukh-
arian Jews from Central Asia and has a 
unique strength and character. The com-
munity should be more widely known. 
The Bukharian Jewish Museum is an 
important part of telling the Jewish and 
Israeli story, offering valuable context of-
ten overlooked by mainstream academia. 
I hope to return and learn more in the 
future.

Something Ventured, Some-
thing Gained
By Moshe Yehuda Bernstein
Excerpted from his paper The inventive-
ness of Sino-Judaic heritage: opportunities 
and limitations of cultural activism in Kai-
feng delivered at the ASAA Biennial Con-
ference, July 8-10, 2014.
Introduction
…While political agendas or tourist rev-
enues often motivate the activism of mi-
nority groups in China, the Kaifeng Jews 
share both of these motifs and yet another 
overarching theme: the reconstruction of 
their forgotten cultural heritage. Unlike 
the fifty-five acknowledged ethnicities in 
China, in 1953 the Kaifeng Jews’ bid for 
official recognition was rejected by the 
party leadership.
The Chief Rabbinate of Israel, which de-
termines Jewish status strictly through 
matrilineal descent, likewise denies their 
assertion of a Jewish identity. Yet, in spite 
of these limitations, the policy of “Re-
form and Opening” and the consequent 
effects of globalization, have also created 
new opportunities for the traditions of this 
community to be reinvented in novel con-
figurations.
At the onset of “Reform and Opening” 
there was no cohesive Sino-Judaic com-
munity in Kaifeng. With no tangible heri-
tage for more than a century, Sino-Judaic 
identity had retreated to the confines of 
the family unit, defined only by clan lin-
eage, the Confucian tradition of ancestral 
veneration and the scriptural prohibition 
of the consumption of pork and shellfish 
(Abraham 1999; Ehrlich and Liang 2008). 
Many scholars then studying the group’s 
history predicted its ultimate demise (Les-
lie 1972; Löwenthal 1971). Never number-
ing more than five thousand at its apex 
during the Ming Dynasty, today there are 

approximately one thousand Jewish de-
scendants in Kaifeng, with around fifty 
families which actively pursue some form 
of cultural identity…
This presentation explores how such a 
negligible group has managed to negoti-
ate the ambiguities of government policy 
to reconstruct its historical cultural iden-
tity…With that introduction, I will now 
begin by outlining the official policy of 
the Communist Party of China. This will 
be followed by a brief historical overview 
of the Kaifeng Jews and then the associat-
ed issue of Jewish tourism in contempo-
rary Kaifeng. Finally, I will discuss three 
NGO’s, with disparate and often contra-
dictory agendas, that have interacted with 
the Kaifeng Jews and influenced the dy-
namics of their cultural identity:

1) The Association of Kaifeng Jews, a 
Christian organization based in Hong 
Kong
2) The Sino-Judaic Institute, an academ-
ic group from the United States 
3) Shavei Israel, an Israeli NGO loose-
ly affiliated with the National Religious 
movement.

Official policy of the Communist Party of 
China
An official 1953 document from the Unit-
ed Front of the Central Committee of the 
CPC—approved by Mao Zedong and the 
Party elite—rejected the Kaifeng Jews’ ap-
peal to become one of China’s recognized 
minorities.  With only the slimmest mark-
ers of a cultural identity, Kaifeng Jews bore 
little resemblance to China’s established 
minorities, who conformed to the govern-
mental criteria on ethnicity imported from 
Stalinist Russia (Mullaney 2011). Yet, this 
same policy also mandated a nebulous 
“… caring for them in various activities” 
as well as a caveat against any discrimi-
nation towards them. In a response to a 
later 1980 query by the local United Front 
put forth in the wake of Deng’s reforms, 
the Central Unity Front again rejected Si-
no-Judaic ethnic status but reiterated the 
notion of giving consideration to the com-
munity’s customs and to prevent discrim-
ination against them.  The general policy 
towards Judaism in China became known 
as The Three No’s (sān bù yuánzé): Juda-
ism is not one of China’s officially recog-
nized religions; there is no Jewish ethnic-
ity in China; and, consequently, there are 
no Jews in Kaifeng (Xu 2008).
Ambiguities were further reflected in the 
status listed on their household registra-
tion cards, or hukouben. Unlike the Han 
status listed in their national identity cards, 
the locally-issued hukouben recorded 
them as “Youtai”, or Jewish…In 1996 three 
Kaifeng Jews caused a diplomatic tumult 



16 Points East
get-togethers were sometimes the object 
of police surveillance, Lerner was cau-
tious to conduct them in relative secrecy, 
a curtain draped over the entranceway 
of the second storey storefront of the old 
complex where the school was located. 
In 2004, together with a group of Hong 
Kong evangelists, Lerner established The 
Association of Kaifeng Jews (Ehrlich and 
Liang 2008).  This group adhered to the 
eschatological view that only the return 
of worldwide Jewry to Zion would ini-
tiate the Second Coming. Utilising the 
talents of other exchange students in 
Kaifeng, Lerner organised classes in He-
brew for different age groups. In 2005, 
he made contact with Michael Freund, 
CEO of Shavei Israel, and successfully 
coordinated the immigration of a dozen 
young men and women to Israel.

The Sino-Judaic Institute
In 2009 American exchange student Eric 
Rothberg, while volunteering at the Yicel-
eye School, claimed to find evidence of 
Christian literature. He proceeded to 
found a breakaway movement, the Beit 
Hatikvah, or House of Hope, receiving 
support from a California-based organi-
zation, the Sino-Judaic Institute. Estab-
lished by a group of scholars and ac-
tivists in 1985, its leadership, including 
its current president Arnold Belzer, has 
been associated with Reform Judaism. 
Unlike Jewish Orthodoxy, the Reform 
Movement employs bi-lineal descent to 
determine Jewish status. Given the po-
litical sensitivities, the SJI has limited its 
activities in Kaifeng to discreet assistance 
of grassroots initiatives only. Its objective 
is to support the preservation of Kaifeng’s 
autochthonous Sino-Judaic culture and 
history.   SJI has coordinated a number 
of weekly Hebrew and Jewish Studies 
classes via Skype. Significantly, the Beit 
Hatikvah has served as an incubator for a 
revival of shared ritual, with the commu-
nity conducting its own traditional Friday 
night service using a mixed Hebrew and 
Chinese liturgy. Furthermore, the SJI, 
in conjunction with Shavei Yisrael, has 
over the years sponsored Jewish Studies 
seminars for the descendants at Henan, 
Nanjing and Shandong Universities. The 
SJI has also donated a considerable sum 
to refurbish a dilapidated exhibit in Kai-
feng’s Millenium Park on Jewish life in 
the Song Dynasty; [but] the exhibit still 
remains closed to the general public.

Shavei Israel
Although the Shavei mission statement 
refers to a renewal of links to the people 
of Israel,  its primary mission is aliyah, or 

at the Israeli Embassy in Beijing after an 
unsuccessful attempt to utilise their lo-
cal status to be granted immigration to 
Israel under its Law of Return. Within a 
month the Kaifeng police issued an or-
der revoking Jewish status for the entire 
community and reissuing replacement 
hukouben with the option of Han or Hui 
ethnic status (Urbach 2008)…

The city of Kaifeng and Jewish tourism
In recent years the government has in-
vested heavily in developing the histor-
ical Jewish infrastructure of Harbin and 
Shanghai, two cities that in the 20th 
century hosted relatively large numbers 
of European Jewish refugees. The dearth 
of such infrastructure in Kaifeng, today 
one of China’s poorer cities, was first 
noted by the vice-manager of Kaifeng’s 
China International Travel Service in 
1990.  In response to his report, The So-
ciety for the Research of the History and 
Culture of Chinese Jews was established 
in 1992. Its name notwithstanding, this 
agency served primarily as a means 
for a trickle of foreign tourists to meet 
selected members of the Kaifeng Jew-
ish community in encounters carefully 
scrutinized by the CITS. In January 1993 
the mayor announced the launch of the 
Construction Office, a project approved 
by Beijing and backed by wealthy Jew-
ish American donors to restore the 
ancient synagogue in the form of a 
museum of Jewish history. The Munic-
ipal Order announcing this project ex-
pressed the hope that it would promote 
tourism and the economic advancement 
of the city.  However, this project was 
scrapped three years later in the wake of 
local rumours and foreign press reports 
suggesting that a restored synagogue 
would usher in a renewal of Sino-Judaic 
religious culture. The issue of Kaifeng’s 
inadequate tourist infrastructure persists 
until this day (Urbach 2008).

The Association of Kaifeng Jews
In the 1980s Chinese Christians were 
among the first to arrive in Kaifeng. 
They began organising Saturday Bible 
readings in some of the descendants’ 
homes. In 2003 Timothy Lerner, an 
American-Israeli exchange student at 
Henan University, founded the Yiceleye, 
or Israelite, School. Although a self-pro-
claimed Jew-for-Jesus, Lerner states his 
task consisted solely of reacquainting 
the Kaifeng Jews with their lost heritage. 
To that end, he began organising the 
first communal Shabbat gatherings on 
Friday evenings as well as celebrations 
for the major Jewish holidays. As these 

immigration to the State of Israel.  CEO 
Michael Freund, a syndicated colum-
nist for the Jerusalem Post, previously 
served as Deputy Director for Commu-
nications & Policy Planning of the Prime 
Minister’s Office during Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu’s first term…Shavei has so far 
facilitated student visas for the 12 Kai-
feng immigrants, who first underwent 
three years of religious instruction prior 
to formal conversion, which only then 
qualified them for Israeli citizenship… 

In August 2013 Shavei rented out a house 
in downtown Kaifeng to serve as a Jew-
ish cultural centre, effectively unifying 
the Yiceleye and Beit Hatikvah Schools. 
Freund, an experienced communicator, 
has generated considerable internation-
al publicity on his projects. In March of 
this year he arrived in Kaifeng together 
with three orthodox rabbis. In a rented 
hall with over a hundred Kaifeng Jews 
in attendance, they conducted a panel 
discussion on the prospects for aliyah, 
advocating for increased collective reli-
gious practice. Later that month, Shavei 
sponsored a communal Passover Seder 
for similar numbers in the plush Grand 
Century Hotel. News of this event was 
broadcast in both the international 
press and online media. A month later, 
due to complaints by the neighbours at 
the noise level, the group had to termi-
nate its lease and evacuate the premis-
es. However, Shavei has recently rented 
a new building in the same bloc where 
Beit Hatikvah was once located to serve 
as an interim site.

Conclusion
These three NGOs have stimulated the 
cultural activism of the Kaifeng Jews 
and the transmission of a revived Si-
no-Judaic cultural identity. In spite of 
restrictive government policies, Sino-Ju-
daic heritage has over the past decade 
reinvented itself to now include com-
munal activities, the revival of Hebrew, 
celebrations of Jewish holidays, aliyah 
and formal conversions, domestic  semi-
nars in Jewish Studies, grants and schol-
arships, shared ritual of the traditional 
prayer service, adult education via on-
line classes, Sunday school classes for 
children…

Through their linkage to transnational 
networks, the Kaifeng Jews have con-
tested the geographical borders of Chi-
na and its policy restrictions on their 
ethnic status. External transmissions 
through the international media have 
further enhanced a viable sense of their 
Jewish legacy. Finally, the engagement 



Points East 17

Prof. Song Lihong Dares to Go 
“Where Angels Fear to Tread”
Excerpted from his chapter “A Homeless 
Stranger Everywhere: The Shadow of the 
Holocaust on an Israeli Sinologist,” in Kath-
ryn Hellerstein and Lihong Song, eds., 
China and Ashkenazic Jewry: Transcultur-
al Encounters (Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, 
2022), pp. 317-335.

To probe the interrelation between indi-
vidual experience and academic choice is 
a worthwhile and even scintillating project, 
although it is not immune from justifiable 
qualms. On the one hand, applying the 
views, perspectives, and emotions formed 
by personal experience to the object of 
study has undeniable legitimacy, and may 
even play a pivotal role in opening up new 
vistas. On the other hand, highlighting 
these points of connection may create the 
impression that subjectivity trumps objec-
tivity, thus not only affecting the credibil-
ity of the research, but also unavoidably 
touching upon the initial motivation and 
ultimate concern in the spiritual journey of 

scholars. Therefore, once the personal is 
involved, one would rather be reproached 
for hesitancy than for boldness.

The above observation may be offered to 
answer a question: Given the dispropor-
tionately high number of Jewish scholars 
among Western Sinologists, or scholars of 
China studies, why is the research on the 
impact of Jewish identity on the scholar-
ship so bewilderingly scarce? An excep-
tion to the rule is a recent study on Joseph 
R. Levenson (1920–1969) which argues 
that Levenson’s understanding of Jewish 
tradition plays a crucial role in his analysis 
of the history of modern China.1 Indeed, 
as early as 1972, the great Arnaldo Momi-
gliano was convinced that had Levenson 
lived longer he would have reinterpreted 
Judaism in terms of what he had learned 
from the Chinese historiographical tradi-
tion.2

In another memorial essay, the eminent 
Harvard intellectual historian Benjamin 
Schwartz (1916–1999) alluded to his and 
Levenson’s Jewishness as a key to their 
deep empathy with China:

His interest in the relationship of modern 
Chinese to their cultural heritage was in-
timately tied to his undisguised concern 
with his own Jewish past. It is a concern 
which I share with him and which made 
me feel very close to him. Far from im-
pairing his objectivity, it seems to me that 
it lent an honesty and authenticity to his 
thought which is not readily found in the 
writing of many supposedly objective 
scholars who vainly fancy that they are 
leaving themselves outside of their work.3

Unfortunately, due to his premature death, 
Levenson’s own testimony to his Jewish-
ness can be measured only tantalizingly 
from an unfinished draft entitled “The 
Choice of Jewish Identity.” The cluster 
of tensions – between history and value, 
cosmopolitanism and provincialism, sep-
aration and assimilation, authenticity and 
artificiality, continuity and change – that 
characterizes all his historiography also in-
forms this vignette. Nonetheless, not a few 
felt it was “incongruous” with the rest of 
his writings.4

Almost thirty years after its appearance, 
the specter of Levenson’s “choice” mani-
fested in the title of a truly inimitable mem-
oir of the Holocaust, The Choice: Poland, 
1939–1945.5 Irene Eber (1929–2019), its 
author, who was also a renowned Sinolo-
gist and, in my eyes, the high priestess of 
China studies in Israel, obviously felt an 
intellectual affinity with Levenson’s mag-
num opus Confucian China and Its Mod-
ern Fate, which she cited in the memoir. 

It seems almost certain that the paths of 
the two Sinologists crossed. In 1966, when 
Eber received her PhD from the Claremont 
Graduate University in California with a 
dissertation on Hu Shi (1889–1962), the 
leader of China’s New Culture movement, 
Levenson was already Sather Professor 
of History at the University of California, 
Berkeley. And when Levenson drowned in 
a canoeing accident in 1969, Eber had just 
ensconced herself at the Hebrew Universi-
ty of Jerusalem, where she would eventu-
ally retire as the Louis Frieberg Professor of 
East Asian Studies.6

In any event, the memoir, which is overtly 
incongruous with the rest of her writings, 
offers an unparalleled opportunity to un-
ravel how China is understood by a Jew-
ish Sinologist haunted by an all-pervasive 
mood of subdued obsession and inner 
wrestling with her memories of the Holo-
caust, as well as an irresistible temptation 
to rush in where angels fear to tread – that 
is, to explore the nexus between her Jew-
ish identity and her academic vocation.

Song Lihong is a faculty member of Reli-
gious Studies at Nanjing University.

Notes
1 Madeleine Yue Dong and Ping Zhang, 
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ley: University of California Press, 1976), 
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seph R. Levenson: A Retrospective,” The 
Harvard Crimson, April 6, 1979, https://
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accessed 28 June, 2020.
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6 For the story of the endowed chair and 
Eber’s move to Israel, see Yitzhak Shichor, 
“Professor Irene Eber, 1929–2019,” April 
12, 2019, http://www.mei.org.in/mei-re-
members-18, accessed December 10, 
2020.

of transnational NGOs with Kaifeng Jew-
ish activism has blurred their conflicting 
ideological boundaries and translated 
into a unique amalgam of cultural iden-
tity. In spite of sporadic constraints en-
forced by China’s governmental agencies 
and state security, the Kaifeng Jews have 
successfully negotiated the ambiguities 
inherent in these limitations and contin-
ue to uncover novel opportunities to re-
affirm and reconstruct their remarkable 
heritage.

Moshe Yehuda Bernstein is a native of 
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in Perth, Australia since 1996. His spe-
cialty is the study of kabbalah and the 
traditions of the great Jewish mystics and 
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Hindu, Daoist and other Eastern wisdom 
traditions and how these compare to es-
oteric Jewish philosophy. He has a BA 
in Asian Languages and Cultures from 
Curtin University, majoring in Mandarin 
Chinese, spending a semester enrolled in 
Beijing Language and Culture University 
on the International Exchange program. 
In 2017 he was conferred a doctorate 
from University of Western Australia.  
He is the author of Globalization, Trans-
lation and Transmission: Sino-Judaic Cul-
tural Identity in Kaifeng, China (Bern: 
Peter Lang, 2017).
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Asian American Jews making sense of hy-
brid identities. It’s produced in collabora-
tion with the LUNAR Collective, (wearea-
sianjews.org) an organization focused on 
supporting and creating media about Asian 
Jews.

As the show’s competing voices make 
clear, the community that LUNAR organiz-
es is vast, diverse, and tough to categorize. 
But it is proud, and it has a lot to say…

Producer David Chiu, The Braid’s Com-
munications and Marketing Manager and 
a Cantonese-Litvak Jew, has dreamed of a 
show like this since 2019, when he wrote a 
monologue for True Colors, another Braid 
salon that featured stories of Jews of color.

A couple years later, soon after the 2021 
Atlanta spa shootings that left many Asian 
Americans on high alert, Chiu was look-
ing to organize an event about Asian Jews, 
and a friend told him about LUNAR. Soon, 
Chiu started organizing events for the 
group alongside Vanessa Bloom, a Chinese 
adoptee from an interfaith household.

The project finally materialized in 2022 
when The Braid and LUNAR won a grant 
from the Jews of Color Initiative. Bloom, 
who is a filmmaker and a writer, and LU-
NAR’s executive directors, Maryam Chishti 
and Jenni Rudolph, served as co-producers 
of the show alongside Chiu.

The team sent out a call for submissions 
to members of LUNAR’s network, which 
numbers over 1,000 people across the 
United States and Canada. They also held 
a series of storytelling workshops where 
participants could submit their pieces to be 
performed by The Braid.

For some stories, like Lulu Fairman’s “An In-
dian Jew,” producers interviewed storytell-
ers and adapted the interviews to the show. 
“Our house is always open,” says actor 
Victoria Rani onstage, recalling the warm, 
generous spirit of Fairman’s Orthodox Jew-
ish community in Calcutta, India. The story 
centers on a moment when Fairman wants 
to help a homeless family on the streets of 
Calcutta, but her friend stops her…Years 
later, living in England, she meets another 
destitute woman on a street corner. This 
time, she gives her money and her sweat-
er, and realizes that generosity is how she 
honors her upbringing as an Indian Jew.

LUNAR co-Executive Director Maryam 
Chishti, who interviewed Fairman and 
helped prepare her story for the stage, said 
that Fairman’s background in a deep-root-
ed, vibrant Indian Jewish community was 
“interesting in contradiction to my Indian 
Jewishness.”

for new works. Leonard Bernstein once 
said that to achieve greatness, two things 
are needed: a plan, and not quite enough 
time. Wu had to come up with an idea 
and complete her grant application in a 
little more than two weeks.

In the end, she created an evening-length 
work that fuses Eastern and Western 
styles. The piece seamlessly blends folk 
music with classical forms. For a classical 
piece, it also includes an unusual amount 
of group improvisation. 

Wu suggests Jewish and Chinese voices 
through her choice of solo instruments. 
A prominent part is arranged for the oud 
— a short-necked, pear-shaped lute that 
is commonly heard in the Middle East. 
Shanir Ezra Blumenkranz, whose credits 
include work with Yo-Yo Ma’s Silk Road 
Ensemble, [was] on hand to perform that 
instrument. Wu play[ed] the guzheng. 

Not surprisingly, Hello Gold Mountain 
comes across as a deeply moving celebra-
tion of multiculturalism. But the work also 
serves as a warning.

“The kind of tragedy that Jewish people 
faced is not just a thing of the past,” Wu 
says. “The world’s refugee crisis contin-
ues.”

What Do I Do With All This 
Heritage? 
By Sam Lin-Sommer 

Excerpted from The Forward (www.for-
ward.com), 10 June 2024 

As four other performers took their seats 
behind her, an actor dressed in all black 
stood at the bima at Temple Isaiah in Los 
Angeles. “I’ve got a lot to hold,” she sang. 
“The question’s age-old: ‘Am I just parts of 
a whole?’”

Over the next hour, these five Asian Amer-
ican actors jumped from monologue to 
monologue, portraying a Jewish Korean 
adoptee on a return visit to his birth coun-
try; a Chinese American man who finds 
love on JDate; and a young Indian woman 
studying for a joint Jewish-Muslim coming 
of age ceremony. 

Welcome to Asian Jewish America.
What Do I Do With All This Heritage? is a 
new salon-style show by The Braid, a Los 
Angeles-based Jewish theater company. 
It weaves together 13 monologues about 

Hello Gold Mountain Illumi-
nates Shanghai’s Jewish History 
By John Pitcher 

Excerpted and updated from the Nashville 
Scene, 14 February 2019

Classical requiems are typically solemn 
affairs, musical works most often associ-
ated with death and mourning. But in the 
hands of Nashville-based composer Wu 
Fei, this darkest of forms has been trans-
formed into a multicultural song of life 
and hope. 

That, at least, is the impression one gets 
upon hearing Hello Gold Mountain, Wu’s 
new requiem, which premiered Feb. 23 
[2019] at Vanderbilt University courtesy of 
the alt-classical group chatterbird. 

Arranged for a small ensemble of 15 mu-
sicians, singers and a conductor, the work 
celebrates the lives of Jewish refugees 
who fled Europe during WWII and found 
sanctuary in Shanghai, China. 

“This is one of the lesser-known stories 
of the Holocaust,” says Celine Thackston, 
chatterbird’s artistic director. “The strict 
immigration policies of the 1930s made 
it difficult for Jewish refugees to emigrate 
from Germany to other countries, includ-
ing the United States and Britain. Shang-
hai was one place where these refugees 
were welcome.”

In Shanghai, a city divided into various 
international zones and threatened by the 
Imperial Japanese army, one only need-
ed to show up…many of these refugees 
[eventually fled] across the Pacific to San 
Francisco, a city often referred to in China 
as Gold Mountain.

Wu, a renowned virtuoso on the guzheng 
(a kind of ancient Chinese zither), was 
born and raised in Beijing, but she had 
never heard of Shanghai’s Jewish refugees 
until she moved to the United States near-
ly 20 years ago. She was perusing the vid-
eo collection at a public library one day 
when she happened upon a 2002 docu-
mentary film titled Shanghai Ghetto. 

“I grew up in China, but I knew nothing 
of this history,” Wu tells the Scene. “I was 
utterly stunned, and as I watched the film 
I began crying like a baby. I didn’t know 
it at the time, but the seed was planted at 
that point for Hello Gold Mountain.

The idea for the requiem began taking 
tangible shape shortly after Wu moved to 
Nashville in 2015. She was looking for op-
portunities to compose and came across 
a grant from The MAP Fund, earmarked 
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Chishti grew up on the Upper West Side of 
Manhattan to a Kashmiri Muslim father and 
Ashkenazi Jewish mother, and was raised 
both Jewish and Muslim. “When I would 
go to India, I would be like a fully-fledged 
Indian girl, and my Judaism wouldn’t really 
exist,” she said. “Then I’d be on the Upper 
West Side and my Indianness didn’t really 
exist.”

For What Do I Do With All This Heritage? 
Chishti contributed a monologue about 
how she underwent a joint Muslim-Jew-
ish coming-of-age ceremony. After much 
studying and writing about the two reli-
gions, the 13-year-old Chishti thinks, “Am 
I missing something, or are these religions 
the same?” and then rattles off all of their 
similarities. “They are one Jewish-Muslim 
faith snuggled tight in the very core of my 
being,” she concludes.

As Muslim-Jewish tensions rise because of 
war in Israel and Gaza, Chishti said that she 
hopes that her story “gives people a differ-
ent narrative about Muslims and Jews.”

Audiences seem to be excited about this 
fresh take on Jewish Asian identity, which 
just finished a tour of temples and JCC’s 
across California, along with two Zoom 
screenings. The show earned the highest 
opening-day revenue of any salon in The 
Braid’s 16-year history, and the highest rev-
enue of any first-run Braid show. Chiu at-
tributes its early success to curiosity about 
Asian Jews, along with the fact that the 
show is both moving and joyful — there’s 
even a K-Pop dance number at the end of 
one piece.

Even though the show is celebratory, it 
doesn’t shy away from discussions of rac-
ism. “Do Not Stand Idly By” tells the sto-
ry of a Chinese Jewish girl at a Jewish day 
school in Boston whose classmates tell 
racist jokes. “I come home from school de-

spising the world,” she says. But she writes 
her feelings about discrimination down in 
an essay contest in sixth grade and ends up 
winning. She transfers to a more diverse, 
non-Jewish school, and doesn’t let her ex-
periences deter her from getting bat mitz-
vahed.

Director Susan Morgenstern, who is an 
Ashkenazi Jew, said she felt that it was im-
portant for Chiu and other Asian Jews to 
play central roles in the production pro-
cess. When actors rehearsed “An Indian 
Jew,” Morgenstern and Ronda Spinak, The 
Braid’s artistic director, asked the actor 
playing Fairman’s father to portray warmth 
when delivering the line about Fairman not 
giving the shirt off her back. But Chiu and 
the two Asian actors pushed back, saying 
that their Asian fathers would strike a de-
cisive, or even harsh, tone when giving life 
advice like that.

 The production team and cast of What Do 
I Do With All This Heritage? Clockwise 
from top left: Susan Morgenstern, Vanessa 
Bloom, Jenni Rudolph, David Chiu, Ron-
da Spinak, Victoria Rani, Kimberly Green, 
Kaitlyn Tanimoto, Lillian McKenzie, and 
Kenzo Lee. Courtesy of The Braid 

“Ronda and I looked at each other and we 
were like, ‘sold,’” Morgenstern said. “You 
guys have authentic experience. It would 
be crazy to lay my experience on top of 
that.”

Though What Do I Do with All This Her-
itage? respects the boundaries between 
authentic and inauthentic, insider and out-
sider, it’s not afraid to poke at them. In an-
other story, a Chinese American divorcee 
joins JDate because he wants “to be with 
a Jewish woman who wants to change the 
world.” He meets a woman with whom 
he shares “profound similarities of values.” 
They both grew up in restaurant-owning 

immigrant families that wanted their chil-
dren to be academically successful, and 
both cared deeply about social justice. 
They fall in love and get married, and the 
speaker converts to Judaism.

Another monologue, “How to Raise a Jew-
ish Child,” shares the story of Chelsea Eng, 
a Jew-by-choice of Chinese, Danish, and 
Polish descent. In her piece, Eng prays at 
the Western Wall in Jerusalem, grieving 
that she won’t become a mother. When 
she returns home to San Francisco, her par-
ents take an interest in Judaism. They enroll 
in introduction to Judaism classes and start 
attending Shabbat services. “They don’t 
feel a need to ‘make it official’ by convert-
ing like I am,” actor Kimberly Green says at 
the end of her monologue as Chelsea Eng. 
“I might never get to raise a Jewish child, 
but I like to think I may have helped spark 
two Jewish souls.”

Green, who is Korean, Puerto Rican, and 
Jewish, said that she relates to Eng’s story 
on multiple levels. “We’re both dancers, 
and I don’t have children,” she said. “I went 
through that struggle.” She added that, as 
a fellow convert, she shares Eng’s sense 
of “connection to God and the Jewish re-
ligion.”

Chiu wants stories like this to shed a posi-
tive light on a community that is too often 
greeted with an eyebrow raise. “When I 
was growing up, people would say, ‘Oh, 
you’re Chinese and Jewish — you must 
be very confused.’ Or, ‘How does that 
work?’” he said. He hopes that after seeing 
the show, people who hear the mention of 
Asian Jews instead think, “Wow — what a 
wonderful, vibrant, joyful, creative group 
of people.”

Sam Lin-Sommer is an editorial fellow at 
the Forward and reached at:  linsommer@
forward.com.



Man Li Ho, who closely examined my grand-
mother’s documents. Man Li is the daughter 
of the courageous Chinese diplomat Feng 
Shan Ho, who saved thousands of Jews from 
the Nazis in Vienna. He helped bring them 
to Shanghai and was known as the “Chinese 
Schindler.”

Man Li had performed this kind of research 
for numerous other Jewish families, but even 
she wasn’t able to pin down exactly how my 
grandmother got out of Austria.

We never found evidence showing Feng Shan 
Ho helped my grandma’s family escape to 
Shanghai. But the transcript of her interroga-
tion on Angel Island revealed she arrived in 
California broke.

A big thing that struck me in the transcript 
was how alone she seemed in detainment. 
Having an immigration officer — in a coun-
try she’d never been to and now wanted to 
live in — ask dozens of questions that seemed 
designed to trip her up must have been terri-
fying.

Usually, when people think of Jewish immi-
grants coming to the U.S., thoughts turn to 
Ellis Island in New York. Angel Island was 
the Ellis Island of the West Coast, but it was 
mostly a port of entry for Asian immigrants. 
Jews came through there, but it wasn’t too 
common.

But my grandma was far from the only one to 
be detained there. I’ve learned about Asian 
immigrants who were held on Angel Island 
for a year or more. I can only imagine what 
it was like for them, sleeping in the barracks 
every day, not knowing if or when they could 
start a new life in the U.S. or if they’d get sent 
back to the country they had left, if not fled.

Having learned all this, my plan was clear: I 
decided to write a one-woman show. I want-
ed to imagine myself as my grandmother, ex-
periencing the chaos and fear of her escape 
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Chinese National Institute for Jewish Studies Established

Representatives from eight Chinese univer-
sities gathered in Nanjing October 28 and 
formally announced the establishment of 
the Chinese National Institute for Jewish 
Studies (CNIJS). The Institute was formed 
following the suggestion of Madam Liu 
Yandong, Vice Premier of China, who 
serves as Chinese Chairman of the Sino-Is-
rael Joint Innovation Committee, officially 
established in January 2015 between China 
and Israel under the leadership of China 
Ministry of Education.  

Professor Xu Xin, Director of the Diane and 
Guilford Glazer Institute for Jewish and Isra-
el Studies of Nanjing University, was elect-
ed its first President. Professor Qianhong 
Zhang, Vice President of Zhengzhou Uni-
versity and Director of Institute for Jewish 
and Israel Studies of Henan University, and 
Professor Youde Fu, Director of the Center 
for Judaism and Interreligious Studies of 
Shandong University, were elected its Vice 
Presidents. Professor Lihong Song, Deputy 
Director of the Diane and Guilford Glazer 
Institute for Jewish and Israel Studies was 
appointed Secretary General. The Secretar-
iat of the CNIJS will be located at Nanjing 
University.

The grand ceremony was held at Nanjing 
University. Ms. Zhu Li, an official from Chi-
na Ministry of Education, came to mark the 

event. Professor Yang Zhong, Vice Party 
Secretary of Nanjing University, congratu-
lated the official establishment of the CNI-
JS on behalf of Nanjing University. 

The founding member universities are 
Nanjing University, Peking University, 
Shandong University, Henan University, 
Beijing International Studies University, 
Shanghai International Studies University, 
Sichuan International Studies University, 
and University of International Business 
and Economics, all of which are within 
Chinese higher education circles and had 
established an institute or a center for Jew-
ish or Israel studies before 2014. 

At its first convention, the CNIJS sets up the 
following goals for the Institute:

tSet up a National Teaching Steering 
Committee, affiliating a “Hebrew Teach-
ing Subcommittee,” a “Jewish Culture 
Teaching Subcommittee” led by Shan-
dong University, a “Israel Studies Teach-
ing Subcommittee,” a “Holocaust and 
Anti-Semitism Teaching Subcommittee.” 
All of these committees offer discussion 
and give teaching techniques, formulate 
teaching syllabi and course outlines, as 
well as provide teaching references for 
other potential institutes of Jewish studies.
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tEnhance cooperation with research 
institutions in Israel or other countries, 
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international high-level experts to con-
duct lecture tours among member in-
stitutions or serve as visiting scholars.

tIncrease the interaction between 
students of member institutions, inte-
grate the existing Jewish-Israel studies 
research paper competitions of mem-
ber schools, set up “CNIJS Outstanding 
Student Paper Award,” and encourage 
students to apply for master programs 
at member universities.

tCo-form a Chinese Academic Del-
egation of Jewish-Israel Studies to visit 
crucial Jewish Studies institutions in 
Israel and America, and strive to es-
tablish connections with International 
Associations for Jewish Studies and As-
sociations for Israel Studies.

tSet up publication funds and spon-
sor the publication of monographs and 
translation on Jewish-Israel studies.

tIncrease the proportion of Jewish-
Israel studies students that can receive 
China-Israel government scholarships.
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ed its first President. Professor Qianhong 
Zhang, Vice President of Zhengzhou Uni-
versity and Director of Institute for Jewish 
and Israel Studies of Henan University, and 
Professor Youde Fu, Director of the Center 
for Judaism and Interreligious Studies of 
Shandong University, were elected its Vice 
Presidents. Professor Lihong Song, Deputy 
Director of the Diane and Guilford Glazer 
Institute for Jewish and Israel Studies was 
appointed Secretary General. The Secretar-
iat of the CNIJS will be located at Nanjing 
University.

The grand ceremony was held at Nanjing 
University. Ms. Zhu Li, an official from Chi-
na Ministry of Education, came to mark the 

event. Professor Yang Zhong, Vice Party 
Secretary of Nanjing University, congratu-
lated the official establishment of the CNI-
JS on behalf of Nanjing University. 

The founding member universities are 
Nanjing University, Peking University, 
Shandong University, Henan University, 
Beijing International Studies University, 
Shanghai International Studies University, 
Sichuan International Studies University, 
and University of International Business 
and Economics, all of which are within 
Chinese higher education circles and had 
established an institute or a center for Jew-
ish or Israel studies before 2014. 

At its first convention, the CNIJS sets up the 
following goals for the Institute:

tSet up a National Teaching Steering 
Committee, affiliating a “Hebrew Teach-
ing Subcommittee,” a “Jewish Culture 
Teaching Subcommittee” led by Shan-
dong University, a “Israel Studies Teach-
ing Subcommittee,” a “Holocaust and 
Anti-Semitism Teaching Subcommittee.” 
All of these committees offer discussion 
and give teaching techniques, formulate 
teaching syllabi and course outlines, as 
well as provide teaching references for 
other potential institutes of Jewish studies.
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in supporting our endeavor. Our annual dues structure is as follows:

tStrengthen the academic links be-
tween member institutions, establish 
cross-university research teams, make 
collaborative innovations, conduct co-
operative research and apply for joint 
academic subjects.

Share teaching and research faculties 
and encourage professors to teach or 
deliver lectures in other member uni-
versities.

tEnhance cooperation with research 
institutions in Israel or other countries, 
co-host international academic sym-
posiums with them, and invite or hire 
international high-level experts to con-
duct lecture tours among member in-
stitutions or serve as visiting scholars.

tIncrease the interaction between 
students of member institutions, inte-
grate the existing Jewish-Israel studies 
research paper competitions of mem-
ber schools, set up “CNIJS Outstanding 
Student Paper Award,” and encourage 
students to apply for master programs 
at member universities.

tCo-form a Chinese Academic Del-
egation of Jewish-Israel Studies to visit 
crucial Jewish Studies institutions in 
Israel and America, and strive to es-
tablish connections with International 
Associations for Jewish Studies and As-
sociations for Israel Studies.

tSet up publication funds and spon-
sor the publication of monographs and 
translation on Jewish-Israel studies.

tIncrease the proportion of Jewish-
Israel studies students that can receive 
China-Israel government scholarships.
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from Europe to China with her family, and 
then her solo voyage to California with only 
$2.50 in her pocket.

With the help of two of my longtime collabo-
rators, Bruce Bierman and Josh Horowitz, we 
premiered the show in 2017 at the Contem-
porary Jewish Museum in San Francisco. We 
have performed at other locations in the Bay 
Area since, including the Chinese consulate 
in San Francisco, and we were filmed by PBS 
as part of a documentary on Jews’ escape to 
Shanghai during the war.

When the Angel Island staff suggested we 
perform the show on the island itself, I got 
chills just thinking about it. Performing where 
my grandmother was actually detained is a 
full-circle moment and prompted me to re-
imagine parts of the show, including adding 
scenes where I play myself as the narrator 
explaining my discoveries. “Shanghai Angel: 
Finding Rosa” is now scheduled to premiere 
on Angel Island on July 14.

My grandmother was the strong but silent 
type. She never told me she loved me, though 
I could feel it through her actions. She had 
a thick accent. I always remember her green 
eye shadow, her red lipstick on thin lips and 
her smoker’s cough. She cooked goulash and 
baked sweets every time I saw her.

When I started writing this show, I desper-
ately wanted to learn more about my grand-
mother. Today, I still have many questions 
about her life that I doubt I can ever answer.

Heather Klein is a classically trained singer, 
instrumentalist, composer, producer and 
cantorial soloist in Las Vegas. She has per-
formed for years in Yiddish, worked in syna-
gogues in California and Nevada, and loves 
being with her family and drinking coffee. 
Her website is https://www.heatherklein.net 
and she may be contacted at heatherklein.
klein@gmail.com.

Shanghai Angel: Finding Rosa
By Heather Klein 

Excerpted from Hey Alma, www.heyalma.
com, 10 July 2024 

…It all started in early 2015, when my dad 
Googled his mom’s name. She had died more 
than a decade earlier, and his search produced 
something he never could have imagined.

An article said she had been detained at an 
immigration station off the coast of San Fran-
cisco. The story was published by the Angel 
Island Immigration Station Foundation and 
sought more information from any family of 
my grandmother, who was born Rosa Gins-
burg in Vienna.

My dad showed the story to me and my mom. 
We were stunned.

We knew my grandmother had escaped Na-
zi-occupied Austria during World War II. But I 
certainly didn’t know, as the article revealed, 
that she had fled to Shanghai before immigrat-
ing to the U.S. as a teenager and had been de-
tained for weeks before entry.

My parents flew to San Francisco, where I 
had been living for years, to meet with the 
Angel Island staff. They had asked us to bring 
her passport or any other documents we had. 
They already had a copy of her interrogation 
transcript, which they shared with us.

My family and I were speechless. After looking 
for answers about my grandmother’s past, we 
now had so many more questions.

The only thing my grandma told me about her 
escape from Vienna was that her neighbors 
betrayed her. I wanted to know more, but she 
told me that it was all too sad.

I was now determined to fill in the missing 
pieces and tell her story…

Once I began to look into her story, I met 


