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# Preface |

Our Family Roots in Harbin

First of all, I would say Harbin is the
center and turning point of our family
history. Born in Israel as I was, I used
to hear my parents tell of Harbin in
my childhood, for they had wonderful
memories of the city. In that era when
anti-Semitist waves surged repeatedly
over the world, Harbin was the only
paradise for them to live in happily.
Instead of suffering from discrimination,
they were kindly treated by the Chinese
people and they led a free and easy life
in their own community in Harbin.

My parents were born in Ukraine.
At the time of Tsarist Russia’s
discrimination and persecution against
Jews, my grandparents thought that
Ukraine was already not a homeland for

Jews to live in peace, so they decided to

Ehud Olmert (Israeli)

find a peaceful and nice land elsewhere
and eventually moved to Harbin. At that
time, Harbin, China in the east, was an
ideal place for their habitation.

My parents grew up in Harbin.
According to their memories, they felt it a
pity that they had no opportunities to return
to their homeland of Harbin after they left
it, even though it remained so comfortable
and desirable a place in their memory.

In June 2004, I was lucky to have
personally visited Harbin—my
grandparents’ dwelling and resting
place—in the name of Deputy Prime
Minister of Israel and a descendant
of the former Jewish residents in
Harbin. I found that Harbin was a city
full of vitality, charm and distinctive

characteristics,and that the local

9
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government was actively working to
restore the old sites and remains of the
Jewish community in Harbin, about
which I was very excited and could
deeply feel the vibrant atmosphere of
the Jewish community in those years.
The preserved sites and remains like
synagogues of the Harbin Jewish
community, were all convincing proofs
that only China opened the door to the
Jews and kindly treated them when they
were rejected by most of the countries in
the world.

It was in the 1930s that my parents met
and fell in love in Harbin. In 1931, my
father went to Europe first, then came to
Israel; my mother moved to Israel from
Harbin in 1933, had a reunion with my
father and married him there. Their minds
were full of wonderful memories of China,
especially of Harbin, all their lives. All
the time my father would speak Chinese
until his death. He said his biggest regret
was his incapability of returning to Harbin
and having a look at it. It is a pity that I
cannot speak Chinese, but I hope I can.
Yet, I can understand some Chinese under
the influence of my parents. The fact that
my father was still able to speak fluent
Chinese at the age of 85 indicates that
our family roots are in China, or rather, in

Harbin.
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In his youth acting as a Zionist leader
in Harbin, my father yearned to return
to Palestine to fulfill his Zionist dream.
When he told my grandparents about
it, my grandmother said: “You must be
crazy planning to go to Palestine, aren’t
you?” My father replied: “That is
the Jewish land, the Jewish homeland
and ancient Israel. I am determined
to go there and exert myself for the
resumption and construction of the state
of Israel.” My grandmother said: “If
you are sure to go, [ won’t offer you the
travel expenses. You’ll have to make
money on your own. ~” So, with the help
of a Chinese friend, my father went to
the town of Shuangcheng, south of
Harbin, and worked there as a teacher of
Russian language in a Chinese school. In
order to communicate with his students
smoothly, he studied Chinese language.
In the late 1920s and early 1930s, my
father, as a Jew in Harbin, could speak
Russian and Chinese fluently.

In June 2004, I went to Harbin for
a visit in the name of paying respects
to my grandparents at their graves in
the Jewish cemetery in Harbin. At the
cemetery | was touched from the bottom
of my heart at the sight of the names
of my family and my grandparents’

tombstones, which were so well



