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Introduction

When German anti-Semitism turned to widespread terror in 1938, the world and most
persecuted Jews realized that flight offered the only hope. For three years that hope
remained a possibility. Then the Nazis blocked the exits. If, in the crucial years from 1938
to 1941, the world had opened its doors to the victims of persecution, the history of
Europe’s Jews from 1942 to 1945 would have been significantly different. Instead, the
barriers held firm and relatively few refugees found asylum.

—David S. Wyman, Paper Walls: America and the Refugee Crisis 1938-1941

hen David Wyman wrote these words in 1968, he neglected to

mention that when the world closed its borders to the desperate

Jews of Europe, Shanghai, an open port in East Asia, which
could be entered without visas or any documents, became an unexpected
last haven for Jewish refugees. Between 1938 and 1941, nearly twenty
thousand European Jews fled to Shanghai, and the great majority survived
the war.

Nazi Germany’s persecution of the Jews is one of the most exhaustively
documented tragedies of the twentieth century. However, the story of the
European Jewish refugees in China during the Second World War is still
not well known and has been explored almost exclusively by Western
scholars. The purpose of this book is to examine the story of these wartime
Jews from the Chinese and Japanese perspectives. This approach is impor-
tant because the story of the Jewish refugees in China not only involved
tens of thousands of European Jews struggling for survival in a time of
great chaos, but also reflects the complicated relationships among China,
Japan, Germany, and the United States before and during World War II.
The Great Powers’ policies toward the Jewish refugee issue reveal much
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about their national priorities, their international agendas, and their
perceptions of the global balance of power.

Shanghai had served as abeacon to Jewish immigrants since the previous
century. As early as the second half of the nineteenth century, Jews from
Baghdad had come to the city. Some of them flourished in business. Notable
Jewish families such as the Sassoons, the Hardoons, and the Kadoories
almost dominated Shanghai’s economy.' After the beginning of the
twentieth century, Russian Jews began to settle in Shanghai. The majority
of them came to the city because of the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 and
the unstable social conditions caused by Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in
the early 1930s.2 However, the European Jews who escaped to Shanghai
during the late 1930s did so for very different reasons.

After Hitler came to power in 1933, the Nazi regime decided to force
Jews to emigrate from Germany and, later, Europe.® By the end of the
decade, the Anschluss with Austria, the anti-Semitic brutality of
Kristallnacht, and the invasion of Poland created a flood of European
Jewish refugees. But after the annexation of Austria, European Jews
found it increasingly difficult to flee to neighboring countries or elsewhere
in the world because it became almost impossible for them to obtain entry
visas.? A great number attempted to escape to the United States, but often
they had to wait, sometimes as long as a year, for their quota numbers to
come up to enter the country.’ Even the neutral state of Switzerland was
not willing to take in the Jews.® From July 6 to 14, 1938, thirty-two coun-
tries, including the United States, Great Britain, France, Canada, and
Australia, sent delegates to France to participate in the Evian Conference.
The conference, convened at the request of U.S. president Franklin Delano
Roosevelt, aimed to resolve Europe’s growing Jewish refugee crisis.
Nevertheless, “no country, America not excepted, declared itself ready to
accept unconditionally any number of Jews.”

The open port of Shanghai became the last haven for many European
Jews. A young Austrian doctor, Samuel Didner, came to Shanghai at the
end of 1938. Like thousands of his Austrian coreligionists, Didner had to
leave his home country but was unable to find a place of refuge. He first
tried the United States, but the American consulate told him that since he
was Polish-born, the smaller Polish quota applied to him; it would take a
year, at least, until he would be able to obtain a U.S. visa. Time, however,
was limited for Didner. The European countries were closing their borders
to Jews. He went to the Viennese cafes to collect information about emi-
gration. In the cafes Shanghai was mentioned in discussions, but no one
said anything positive about it. “China, they said, was a terrible place to live
and thousands of miles away.” But Didner was fascinated. “This will be my
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last resort,” he recalled later to Professor James R. Ross of Northeastern
University, “at any rate, it doesn’t hurt to be on the safe side.” As the people
in the cafes had foreseen, Didner was told when he visited the Chinese
consulate that he would be welcomed in Shanghai. He obtained a visa,
although it was not required, and on November 17, 1938, Didner boarded
a ship in Italy bound for China.?

Shanghai was also the last and only chance for Horst Levin. Levin’s
family was from a small German town in East Prussia and had moved to
Berlin in 1935. In November 1938, Horst’s father was arrested by the
Gestapo. Afraid for his father’s life, Horst went to the Gestapo’s office and
tried to rescue him. However, he was arrested as well and put into a
concentration camp. After a week, the Levins received a notice from the
Gestapo that they would release Horst if his family sent him out of the
country. Meanwhile, Horst believed he had no chance to obtain a visa as
thousands of Jews had been leaving since November. The only place he
could travel without a visa was Shanghai. Horst returned home in January
1939, a week after his family had purchased him a ticket to Shanghai.
Although the stories about the Chinese city alarmed the family, they knew
that this was his only opportunity.®

Jewish refugees could go to Shanghai without visas because of its unique
status as a city under the control of foreign powers. It had become a treaty
port and opened its doors to the Western nations after the first Opium War
in 1842. Before the first European Jewish refugees escaped to Shanghai in
1938, the city was ruled by fourteen different countries and divided into
four separate administrative units: the “Chinese City” was controlled by
Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government. A municipal council represent-
ing eleven Western powers was in charge of Shanghai’s International
Settlement. The eastern side of the International Settlement, Hongkou
(Hongkew),'® was exclusively dominated by the Japanese, who had occu-
pied that area after August 1937. Finally, the French Concession was gov-
erned by the French consul. Chiang’s regime directed passport control in
Shanghai until the outbreak of the hostilities between China and Japan in
July 1937. However, after the Japanese defeated the Nationalists and drove
them out of the city in late 1937, no other country with a presence in
Shanghai was given authority to take charge of passport control." In short,
the chaos created by the war in China made the Jewish refugees’ flight to
Shanghai possible.

As this book assesses this turbulent era in the history of East Asia, it
aims, first, to examine the Chinese government’s policy toward the
Shanghai Jewish refugee issue. In early 1939, as China struggled to fend off
the invading Japanese, Sun Ke (Sun Fo), president of the Legislative Yuan
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and son of Sun Yat-sen, formulated a plan to settle European Jewish refu-
gees in China’s southwestern Yunnan Province, which had a small
population and a great deal of uncultivated land. The plan was a humani-
tarian one, but it was also intended to attract Jewish capital from abroad,
since many leading Nationalist officials believed that Jewish communities
throughout the world, and particularly in the United States, financially
supported the Shanghai Jews. At the same time, the Nationalist government
wanted to favorably impress the British and U.S. governments, which they
hoped would aid China in its war against Japan.

However, although Germany recalled its ambassador to China in June
1938 and the two countries officially severed diplomatic relations in July
1941, China at this point was still nominally an ally of Germany. As a result,
the Chinese also had to be sensitive to the plan’s reception by Berlin. China
could not afford to make Germany another enemy. Therefore, China’s
settlement plan initially aimed to assist “stateless” Jews—non-German or
Austrian Jews. After American Jewish leaders enthusiastically participated
in the settlement plan and promised to convince the Roosevelt
administration to support China financially, Chinese officials gradually
abandoned their concerns about Germany. China’s highest priority during
this period was to win international assistance in its war against Japan.
Meanwhile, the U.S. government was restricting immigration by European
Jews and was unwilling to provide financial assistance to China’s Jewish
settlement plan. Without funds, the Nationalist government simply could
not implement the scheme.

This study also intends to shed new light on Japan’s Jewish policy. By
ousting the Chinese Nationalist government from Shanghai in late 1937,
Japan became a major power controlling the city along with twelve Western
countries. Although an ally of Germany, Japan treated the Jewish refugees
in Shanghai less harshly than Berlin would have wished. It did so for
pragmatic reasons. Instead of adopting Nazi Germany’s policy of extermi-
nating the Jews, the Japanese military “Jewish experts,” army colonel Yasue
Norihiro and naval captain Inuzuka Koreshige, key players in formulating
Japan’s official Jewish policies in the late 1930s, attempted to exploit the
Jews’ purported financial and political power in the service of Japan’s war in
East Asia. With the Shanghai Jews under their control, the Japanese believed
that the international Jewish community would not be able to involve itself
in anti-Japanese activities, and American Jewish leaders would work to
pressure the Roosevelt administration on Japan’s behalf. However, after the
conclusion of the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy in September
1940, the pro-German faction in the military and the government gained
power and demanded that Japan change its policy toward the Shanghai
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Jewish refugees. After the Pearl Harbor attack on December 7, 1941, the
Shanghai Jews lost any remaining value they may have had to the Japanese,
and the Japanese eventually forced them into a ghetto.

The existingliterature on this subject is scarce and essentially Eurocentric.
This is because of the limited source materials available from the Asian,
especially the Chinese, side and Western scholars’ apparent inability to
interpret fully the documentary record in East Asian languages. There are a
number of memoirs by Shanghai survivors and a very few studies of the
community life of the Jewish refugees in the city. A few scholars have exam-
ined the flight of the European Jews to Shanghai in the context of Japan’s
wartime foreign policy. Yet, despite the fact that this was a story that
unfolded in wartime China, the Chinese are almost completely absent from
these histories.

David Kranzler examines the unique role that the Japanese played in
saving Jews in East Asia. In Japanese, Nazis and Jews: The Jewish Refugee
Community of Shanghai, 1938-1945, Kranzler correctly argues that Japanese
anti-Semitism was “sui generis.” The Japanese were not interested in “elim-
inating the allegedly powerful and wealthy Jews, but rather in utilizing
their great wealth and influence for Japan’s ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity
Policy.”*? However, he also contends that Japan’s first official Jewish policy
of December 1938, in which the Japanese government claimed that it
would not persecute Jews but would treat them as they did all other for-
eigners, was a “pro-Jewish policy.”®3 In reality, Japan’s Jewish policy in late
1938 was rooted in its own wartime needs and was designed to exploit
Jews financially. In addition, the Japanese controlled the fate of the Jews
in occupied China, and they made it clear that cooperation with Japan was
the only choice left for the Jews if they wished to survive. Therefore, Japan’s
policy was never “pro-Jewish.”

Pamela Rotner Sakamoto explores the story of the Japanese officials,
diplomats in particular, and the Jewish refugees who escaped Nazi Europe
to East Asia within the framework of a diplomatic history. In her 1998
volume Japanese Diplomats and Jewish Refugees: A World War II Dilemma,
Sakamoto emphasizes that ‘Japanese policy saved Jews not out of human-
itarianism, but rather as a haphazard response to external conditions.”*
However, Japan’s Jewish policy during the Second World War was not
“haphazard,” and the Japanese government made its decisions after careful
consideration. For instance, Japan’s first official Jewish policy of late 1938
was initiated after a thorough investigation of Jewish matters by the South
Manchurian Railway Company (the SMR or “Mantetsu,” short for Minami
Manshu Tetsud6 Kabushiki Kaisha), Japan’s biggest and most comprehen-
sive wartime research institute in and about China.
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Marcia Ristaino’s Port of Last Resort: The Diaspora Communities of
Shanghai focuses on both the White Russian community and the European
Jewish refugees in Shanghai. Ristaino argues that “the Japanese policy
toward the European Jews especially can best be characterized as highly
ambivalent. On the one hand, the Japanese felt gratitude to Jews in
general....On the other hand, the Japanese had been exposed to the anti-
Semitism of White Russians...and...had translated and digested the
contents of the infamous Protocols of the Elders of Zion.”*> She points out
that it was American Jewish banker Jacob Schiff’s loans that helped make
possible Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese War, and that the Japanese
also admired ‘Jewish talent and accomplishments.”’® It is true that the
“Jewish experts,” Colonel Yasue and Captain Inuzuka, were first exposed
to anti-Semitism during the Siberian Expedition in 1918. However, Yasue
and Inuzuka did not merely follow the White Russians’ anti-Semitic ideas.
Instead, they did intensive research on Jewish-related matters both in
Japan and in Europe, and they had actual experience meeting Jews on dif-
ferent continents. Yasue and Inuzuka’s anti-Semitic theories went beyond
the tenets of traditional anti-Semitism. They attempted to attract as many
Jews as possible to Japanese-occupied China in order to exploit them
ruthlessly. To obtain the cooperation of the Jews in East Asia, the “experts”
threatened regularly to stop providing Jews with protection. Thus, Japan’s
plan to take advantage of Jewish wealth was rooted deeply in anti-Semitic
prejudices; no sense of “gratitude” or admiration played a role in saving
the Jews.

A thorough examination of this subject requires a transnational and
multiarchival approach. This study is firmly grounded in primary sources
housed in archives throughout the People’s Republic of China, Taiwan,
Japan, the United States, Britain, and Israel. It makes use of documents
from the Shanghai Municipal Archives, the National Archives of Taiwan,
the Archives of the Chinese Nationalist Party in Taiwan, the Ministries of
the Army and Navy of Japan, the Diplomatic Record Office of the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of Japan, the files of the U.S. Department of State, and
the Shanghai Municipal Police Files from the British authority in
Shanghai.

Documents from Taiwan and Shanghai for the first time allow a compre-
hensive analysis of the Chinese Nationalist government’s Jewish policy.
The Chinese government’s retreat from the city after late 1937 left Shanghai
survivors, as well as scholars, with the impression that the Chinese had not
been actively concerned with the Jewish refugee issue. However, these doc-
uments demonstrate that China at the time had a carefully formulated
Jewish policy. Most important, the Chinese attempted to use the European



