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Chapter One
Space and Time

I remember being fascinated by the spaces that were moving fast through the windows of a bus I was riding as a child on way to unfamiliar destinations. The area where my aunt Miriam used to live in old Tel Aviv, the jungles I imagined exploring in the mighty Rothchild Boulevard that ran next to her house. The old train station that in my youth accommodated steam locomotives that later were replaced with heavy diesel ones. I remember the straight streets running from east to west, and the white buildings that stood in blocks all the way to the Carmel market and the Mediterranean beach. These all were spaces where people lived and gave birth to new generations. And as the seniors’ backs bent from the heavy load of the passing years, so were the buildings. The spaces changed constantly, not only in size but in context and colors. The old Shderot cinema that had its space on Rothchild Boulevard was demolished and a new and modern building was put in its place. The house of images and dreams gave way to a bank, one of thousands, that appears to consume chosen spaces.

On Thanksgiving 1966, I stood on a sidewalk of Park Avenue in New York trying to give a meaning to the skyscrapers that stretched into the cloudy skies. In Manhattan, the spaces were easy to recognize. Long avenues that run from north to south and crossing streets that divide the island into east and west and squares and city blocks. All was almost the same, the shapes and their colors and the flags that were flying in the winds.

Then came Harbin. Gray spaces and sooty dwellings. Hustle and bustle of people and machines, and of vendors touting their produce, and garbage collectors banging little buckets—tuk, tuk, tuk—announcing their willingness to collect anything you may want to throw away. There were tall models exhibiting a new fashion on one of the squares, and on a nearby street market they were selling stinky tofu jam. The streets that marked the spaces were much narrower but holding a human cargo that was thousand time larger.

These spaces, anywhere or everywhere, gave a place its distinct features, its character, colors, smells, tastes, and sounds.

The spaces in which members of the community functioned interest me because they can bring to life, in vision, the universe of their experience and perception of what they have built.

The city is a space, a complex set of factors and components from the past and present. Navigating this multiplicity is key to the future and to cultural traditions. Urban condition examines architecture, environments, people, and their environments. We look at the city from diverse perspectives: design, technology, social equity, sustainability, geography, and history.

Design examines questions of urban planning and architecture. Technology presents the tools and means given to the actual design and construction of the city. Social impartiality looks at informal settlements, the right to be part of the city, affordable housing, and other issues. Sustainability examines the forces that influence urban planning and architectural design, as well as the measure of resilience to changes. Geography is the space within a larger expanse in which everything is located. History looks at architectural heritage and the cultural traditions that should be preserved and conserved in cities and their neighborhoods, particularly in an age of change.

Urban history refers also to spaces within a space. In the case of Harbin, it is her space within the larger expanse of Manchuria, in our days, Heilongjiang Province. One can examine one space for its many components but cannot separate that from the larger geographical set, because each influences the other.

In the many years I have been living in Harbin, I found the city’s urban history a continuing tale of changes and radical expansion. In just 125 years since her establishment, the city has undergone dramatic and speedy alterations. From a vast marshland area being nourished by floods of the Songhua River, few Manchu villages, more correctly seen as settlements, a red land of poppies that supplied hallucinations to the unfortunates, soy beans that would be exported later to North America and Europe, a battleground for imperialists, and a railway hub that would open the road to Russia and Europe, Harbin grew to be among China’s largest cities, with municipal control that expanded and rule well beyond the provincial borders.

I found Harbin to be a fascinating mixture of old and new, something different from other scenes in China. Her downtown, by the river, was as old as she is. A historical outdoor museum of grand dreams and riches. Her new development zone, a wide stretch of land east of the hill that climbs up from the old train station, once a Japanese airfield and now a span where new and ultra-modern buildings, mostly residential, have replaced an old inhabitant area, and has become the fashionable part of the city with wide boulevards, luxurious hotels and restaurants, communities of two or three, sometimes four expensive residential high-rise buildings with a European name tag attached—Xiang Xie Li Yuan or Champs-Élysées in French, the London’s Soho, Germany’s sunny Reine River, or Italy’s Venice. These, I found, did not contradict the old. Actually, I saw this zone in Nangang District, once Novgorod, a continuation of the aspirations of Harbin’s founders: to be grand, and beautiful, accommodating and inviting. Harbin’s urban past is well connected to her present, and when the city went through the ambitious project of mapping and planning her future, they bridged it with her past, so that she will preserve her uniqueness among other Chinese cities, but be advanced, modern, and competitive.

Thematic urban history exhibits a variety of themes, among them economic, social, architectural, and others, that can be examined in the context of cities. Much like micro-history, thematic studies often investigate a larger historical question by examining one city within its larger geography. This is the closest to my argument about a space within a larger space, such as in the case of Harbin and Manchuria. Urban culture is the study of the culture of cities and the role of cities in culture, which provides untraditional ways of “reading” cities.

These themes create different images of the city and historical structures that change constantly and create new imaginations.

The “Jewish” city of Harbin functioned with a multitude number of themes that present a better understanding to the unique time, spaces, and being; map the preserved historical architectural sites and structures between 1898 and 1949; and bring general continuity to the space in which these are located. Furthermore, since this work takes time and space as its methodical form, it would be right to include human presence and samples of the various relics of the time. Thus, it is the individual place, also the collective one, and the geographical vastness that matter to me.

What this work does is place the texture or fabric of Harbin’s historical architectural styles, the city’s inhabitants, their neighborhoods, and their daily lives into the time and space that made Harbin what it was and to some extent, what it is, although without Jewish presence now.

While the space of a given area can be considered general for various purposes, public space is a term used to define areas of land as collectively owned by the community and managed in their name by delegated bodies; such spaces are open to all, while private property is the land culturally owned by an individual or company, for their own use and pleasure.

The noted German historian Karl Schlögel1 tries to bring back the spatial dimension into historiography with his writing of history in the last thirty years.2 Space and place are considered as essential dimension of historical perception and reconstructing the past, “although I do not want to call it as many do as ‘spatial turn.’”3 Schlögel goes on to “show how the method of spacing history could be used successful for further in-depth analysis of a place like Harbin.”4

What it means to Schlögel is “first to analyze the urban texture of the city of Harbin and second to reproduce the cultural topography of the city.”5 For him, cultural features of a city are “the fragmented neighborhoods, the multiethnic composition of the city, the temples, synagogues, churches, reflecting the multiconnection urban fabric, the institutions of civic life like the administration of the railway, the Polytechnical Institute (the predecessor of what is now the Harbin Institute of Technology, one of China’s prestigious universities), the harbor, the bazaar, the cemeteries, the institutions of cultural life”6 and others.

Like Karl Schlögel, I too have been fascinated by the topographical cultural space of Harbin; thus, this work attempts to demonstrate and visualize the social, political, economic, and cultural encounters of Northeast China with the world in the twentieth century,7 as well as present the Jewish part “in the many different and conflicting Harbin textures.”8

History occurs in a certain location. The time and especially the space of what has occurred are as important for the interpretation and understanding of that history because these two elements are integral part of the whole.

Traditional studies of history avoid this concept because they assume that all is there and therefore does not merit any reference and treatment. In other words, the components of the space are not critical to the understanding of history. This, I believe, brought about what I coined “indifferent history,” a dry set of events that may have occurred in any place, and at any time.

But history is not just that. It is a subject that encompasses not just the events, but also the people in it, their daily life, the streets they lived and functioned in, their schools and theatres, their butcher shops and groceries, their cafes, their courts and consulates, their music and prayers, their hospitals and graveyards, their letters and books, their pens and pencils, their newspapers and languages, their dreams and memories and needs, their clothes and the fashion they followed, their sidewalks and the billboards, the smiles of pretty young women and the shy looks of teenagers, their cars and their horses, their parks and backyards, their homes inside and out, their architectural presentations and their slums, their prostitutes and clergymen, their maps and the atlases they used, their almanacs and telephone or address books, their official topographical planning, and their considerations.

Historiography, I believe, will look much different when the historian includes all of that, and of course, much more. Events, geographies, and people are part of a continuous, uninterrupted, unbroken, and successive process, and history, thus, cannot be standing still. If there is something to learn from history it is that one must consider what was, what may have been, and what is now. Afterall, humanity has made dramatic progress over the centuries and readers should be part of it.

I have expanded on Schlögel’s idea and argue that there is just one space but that there are several times in relation to that geographical mark. In other words, time is fluid and can either stretch or narrow in relation to the space. A space may have several times as in, for example, the Chinese version of Harbin’s history as presented by some as starting 25,000 years ago, others 5,000, yet others 1,000, and my colleague Li Shuxiao of the Heilongjiang Academy of Social Sciences counts the start in 1796. Four marks of time to one space.

Think of it also in this way: We all live on one planet (space). Yet we share different time zones. My sun, which is the same as yours, rises and sets at very different times. When it is 12:00 noon in Beijing, it is 12:00 midnight in New York. Or when the political considerations overrule physics, so that at 08:00 in the morning when Harbin is under the full light of the sun, it is 08:00 a.m. in Xinjiang in northwest China where people are still under the darkness of night.

Time is important for chronological impute. A timeline can provide a sense of continuity within the space. A space needs its details, as many as possible, and that is what I have attempted to do here. I have ventured here to present several forces that influenced the life in this far away exciting city. I took some of the Jewish spaces and superimposed them on others so that not to isolate the Jewish experience from the rest which had much impact on its members and community’s life. I have done so in presenting the origins of the Manchuria, because it was, after all, the space into which Harbin was born. The father was foreign to the land, but the womb of the region gave birth to Harbin.

For me, then, Harbin was and is a city of many seasons.

The people who streamed into Harbin came from different geographies that had their own timeline. These people had former life in faraway spaces. Then they moved on, and, in their journey, they packed their spaces and time in their suitcases, carrying these all the way to a new space, a new geography, and a new time. History, I maintain, should reflect these migrations, because the lives of the same people have changed when they arrived into a new topography, a new content that had its own marks, and so their identities changed.

The Jews who arrived in Harbin left their old spaces behind. They came to Harbin hoping to find another space, which they did, and had to build a new life that was based on a new and alien geography and what it had to offer. Their way of life changed and with it their dreams, hopes, and aspirations. All these spaces and times are part of their history, and it, thus, should be presented in a clear and vivid way.

For me, space has a soul, and it is of inhabitants and architecture. It is the special space and the heartbeat that separates it from others. New York has her own, and so do Paris, Rome, Jerusalem, and Harbin.

Space and time can be seen differently through the eye glass of the observer. The color of the glass and the distortion it may present are due to several attributes, among them political, social, economic, and national needs. In this case Harbin has two spaces. One is of the founders that starts around 1898, and the other is the Chinese, which stretches back in time and therefore alters the space.

James Carter examines the controversies over Harbin’s identity, primarily between Chinese and Russo-European visions of the city’s past. He suggests that in the early twentieth century, Harbin was defined by struggle over her identity. “The city’s Russian founders, colonizers in the Manchurian wilderness, established a Russian city in China. When Chinese administrators took control of the city, they worked to affirm its Chinese identity.9 Harbin’s greatest historical importance in this era was its role as the first large city in China to be liberated by the Communists, not its semi-colonial origins. Beneath that state-imposed narratives, though,” Carter asserts, “were other stories. Local authorities were more interested in embracing a complex past than presenting Harbin as, unequivocally, a Chinese city. One possible reason for this is tourism and commerce. As Harbin’s industry became increasingly obsolete and inefficient, Harbin’s leaders sought other sources of income: celebrating the city’s unique past appeared as an option, to lure Russian and European tourists, traders, and consumers.” Carter goes on and emphasizes that “during the last ten years, Harbin’s Russian past has become the city’s public face, after years of being hidden. Architectural history is being celebrated throughout the city, focusing on the renovated Zhongyang Dajie (Kitaiskaia ulitsa), a cobblestoned pedestrian zone exhibiting typical European architectural styles and the Russia-designed waterfront along the Sungari River (Songhua River in Chinese). The audience for these renovations is clearly tourism from abroad: Harbin was one of the featured locations in a Wall Street Journal feature article on Chinese architectural preservation.”10

As in dealings with many other historical issues, China has formulated a system by which it promotes two levels of discussions. One aims at domestic audience and addresses national sentiments, and the other is for foreign consumption.


A TALE OF ONE SPACE AND TWO TIME PERIODS: THE WESTERN AND CHINESE MAPPING OF HARBIN 1898–1950 AND BEYOND11


“Climate is what we expect. Weather is what we get.”

—Mark Twain



Among the Chinese cities, Harbin’s history is inimitable because the space she was born into was taken by foreign forces.

Imperial Russia’s occupation of the Amur basin in 1858 and 1860 was accompanied by dozens of expeditions along the Heilong River (Amur River in Russia) and its tributaries. Topographic surveys and the production of maps were integral parts of these expeditions. While topographic surveys facilitated the process of territorial expansion, the newly produced maps were used to negotiate and legitimize the new Qing−Russian border along the Heilong River.

In 1895, when the Imperial Russian Geographic Society celebrated its fiftieth anniversary, Russia claimed to be first among European powers to possess knowledge about Manchuria soon to become its sphere of influence in Qing China.

From 1896 to 1898, a geologist, Eduard Eduardovich Anert (1865−1946), led an expedition to Manchuria organized by the Imperial Russian Geographic Society. He relied on survey data and maps of the Songhua River basin made by teams of military topographers. His surveys contributed to the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway, which employed him for nearly three decades. His geological research contributed to the development of Manchuria’s natural resources, especially coal.12 Anert’s survey of the Songhua River basin was a catalysis to the establishment of Harbin in one of the spaces there.

Most of the topographers in Manchuria were officers with technical educational background; they were stationed in major cities of the Russian Far East, like Irkutsk, Khabarovsk, Vladivostok, and, later, Harbin. They traveled across Manchuria in small teams, with little or no communication with other surveying teams
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