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STEVE HOCHSTADT, Exodus to Shanghai: Stories of Escape from the
Third Reich, Palgrave Studies in Oral History (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2012), xvi + 272 pp. ISBN 978 1 137 00670 7. £63.00 (hard-
back). ISBN 978 1 137 00671 4. £18.99 (paperback)
BEI GAO, Shanghai Sanctuary: Chinese and Japanese Policy toward
European Jewish Refugees during World War II (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2013), ix + 185 pp. ISBN 978 0 19 984090 8. £45.00.
US$31.69

Although the exile of European Jews in Shanghai is a well-known
chapter in the history of Jewish escape from the death throes of Nazi
Germany, covered by a number of eyewitness memoirs and docu-
mentaries as well as specialist monographs, new aspects are still
coming to light. Both volumes under review here, despite vast dif-
ferences in content and methodology, provide a fresh look at the
topic.
Steve Hochstadt’s Exile in Shanghai essentially provides an oral

history of the Jewish sojourn in Shanghai, drawing on a collection of
almost 100 taped interviews which the author himself conducted
with former Jewish refugees who lived in Shanghai. The volume
presents excerpts from thirteen of these interviews, representing the
young generation who reached Shanghai mostly as teenagers or
young adults. Although the eyewitness accounts are very much at
the centre of the book, the author’s role is crucial. Hochstadt has
selected and rearranged passages to provide a coherent narrative
and, in addition to a general introduction and conclusion, has writ-
ten introductory comments to all of the excerpts, placing them in
their historical context. 
The excerpts are organized into nine chapters, tracing the lives of

the narrators from the 1930s until well into the post-war era. The first
chapter details the mounting anti-Semitic violence of the 1930s; the
violence and humiliation during the pogrom of 9 November 1938 in
particular convinced many Jews that it was time to turn their backs
on Germany. Shanghai was not the refugees’ preferred destination,
but its international sectors were the only place where no immigra-
tion restrictions existed (they were only introduced in the summer of
1939). Nonetheless, the journey, described in chapter two, was pre-
sented by many as an exhilarating experience. Chapter three deals
with the refugees’ attempts to eke out a living in the bustling inter-



The Exile of European Jews in Shanghai

111

cultural metropolis of Shanghai. Although Jewish organizations
cared for them from the day of their arrival, many experienced their
sojourn as deprivation. The extent to which they adapted to their
new circumstances was determined by individual ability, but also by
generation—young people found it easier than the elderly. The
fourth chapter describes the increasing hardship after the Japanese,
who had occupied the Western enclaves in the city at the start of the
Pacific War, concentrated all Jewish refugees in the ‘designated area’
of Hongkou in 1943. Chapters five and six deal with the immediate
post-war situation, as the capitulation of Japan gave the Jews a
greater feeling of security without removing at once their unstable
situation and uncertain future. The following two chapters describe
the circumstances under which the refugees left Shanghai and trace
the often circuitous routes they took to settle in the United States. All
of the thirteen interviewees went to the USA, one spent a lengthy
stint in Israel, and only two eventually relocated to Germany. Other
destinations of refugees from Shanghai are not represented in the
volume. In the concluding chapter, the narrators give a general
assessment of their time in Shanghai and the meaning they attribute
to it now.
Although the individual life stories follow quite different trajecto-

ries, patterns do emerge. One is the almost constant confrontation
with bureaucratic obstacles. Conflict with Nazi authorities was par-
ticularly painful and humiliating, but the Shanghai Municipal
Council (SMC)—the administration of the International Settlement—
and even the consular authorities of post-war destinations were not
particularly welcoming either, and occasionally downright anti-
Semitic. Another pattern is the social isolation of the German and
Austrian Jews. If anything, they sought for contacts within the
‘Western’ segments of Shanghai’s population. Despite the crucial
importance of Jewish organizations, there was not much intercourse
with other Jewish groups, such as the Baghdadi and Sephardic Jews,
or Jews from Eastern Europe, the latter being seen as culturally dif-
ferent on account of their Orthodoxy. Relations with the Chinese
were equally complex. Except for children, few of the Jewish refugees
from Germany and Austria bothered to learn the Chinese language
(many more learned English than Chinese); yet many of the narrators
noted growing Chinese nationalism and hostility, especially after the
Second World War, when imperialism was finally liquidated and the
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Republic of China regained full sovereignty over Shanghai. Rather
unsurprisingly, the interviewees take Shanghai’s cosmopolitanism
for granted, and hardly ever delve into its morally questionable
imperialist underpinnings.
Throughout the volume, Hochstadt, whose own grandparents

took refuge in Shanghai, maintains a critical empathy with the inter-
viewees. The emphasis is on the narrators’ experiences, their suffer-
ing in Germany, and their attempts to cope with poverty, appalling
sanitary conditions, sickness, uncertainty as to their future, and the
shock of losing close relatives (in some cases entire families) as a
result of the Holocaust. Yet Hochstadt is aware of the limitations of
oral histories. He is careful to demonstrate how different people had
varying degrees of knowledge about the same event (p. 237); and he
also shows how individuals or incidents, such as the chicanery of one
particular Japanese official, or the accidental bombing of Jewish resi-
dences by the Americans in July 1945, acquire a disproportionate
importance in the memory of the interviewees, especially as ‘[m]ulti-
ple deaths were uncommon’ in the Shanghai ghetto (p. 165). It is
interesting that the interviewees’ retrospective assessment of their
time in Shanghai is overwhelmingly positive. As suggested above, it
is likely that as young people, they found it easier to cope with the
hardship than did the older generations.
Gao Bei’s slim monograph examines the same phenomenon from

a diametrically opposed angle, providing a comprehensive survey of
Chinese and Japanese policy towards Jewish refugees from Europe.
As she states in the introduction, Shanghai’s openness to European
Jews when all other states had closed their borders was an immedi-
ate result of the Sino-Japanese War. While passport control had been
exercised by Chinese National Government for the entire city before
the war with Japan erupted in the summer of 1937, it broke down
after the Japanese took control of the Chinese districts (p. 5).
Gao’s investigation proceeds in three steps. She begins by taking

a look at the Chinese side, examining various plans to settle Jewish
refugees in the southwest (or, alternatively, the northwest) of China
and then examining the Chinese Republic’s visas policy. Plans for the
settlement of Jews came from within the Nationalist government, or
were suggested to that government by prominent Jews. From the
Chinese perspective, such projects could help to enlist the support of
the Western democratic powers, in particular the USA, in the war



The Exile of European Jews in Shanghai

113

against Japan. However, as well as being impractical, they eventual-
ly came to nothing because they threatened to alienate Germany, still
nominally an ally of China. The Chinese government, however,
directed its consulates to be liberal in issuing visas to Jewish refugees.
The famous case of the consul-general in Vienna, He Fengshan (also
mentioned in Hochstadt’s book), who became one of only two
Chinese ‘Righteous among the Nations’ acknowledged by Yad
Vashem, was exceptional only in one particular respect. While dis-
obeying his superior, the pro-German ambassador in Berlin, Chen
Jie, he carried out the Foreign Ministry’s instructions to the letter.
According to Gao, the issuing of visas to Shanghai can be viewed as
‘a vehicle to pursue the de facto, or even de jure, recognition by the
Western countries of its claim to this “lost territory” ’ (p. 55).
The remaining two substantive chapters are devoted to Japan’s

policy vis-à-vis the Jewish refugees, with the signing of the Tripartite
Pact between Japan, Germany, and Italy in September 1940 regarded
as the crucial turning point. For early Japanese policy, Gao has iden-
tified the two ‘Jewish experts’, army colonel Yasue Norihiro and
Inuzuka Koreshige, as the architects of the early policy formula-
tions—a typical example of how the military shaped the political
process. Yasue’s and Inuzuka’s recommendations were not to follow
the German example, and to treat Jews living in Japan, China, and
Japan’s satellite state Manchukuo equally to other foreign nationals.
In contrast to earlier studies, Gao disputes that these measures were
in any way ‘pro-Jewish’ (pp. 6–9), pointing to their utilitarian charac-
ter. Japanese policymakers saw the Jewish refugees as a means of
attracting American–Jewish capital for the development of Japan’s
satellite state of Manchukuo, and of improving relations with the
United States. Although the possibility of Jewish settlement in
Manchukuo (again suggested by Jewish representatives) was dis-
cussed in 1939–40, the German–Japanese rapprochement sealed by
the Tripartite Pact in September 1940 marked a turning point in
Japan’s attitude towards the Jews, in part because the ‘Jewish
experts’ had lost out to pro-German groups within the military.
While the Japanese authorities had acceded to the SMC’s request to
restrict the admission of Jews into Shanghai as early as mid 1939, its
policy now grew harsher. As the Jews had ceased to be politically
useful, especially after the attack on Pearl Harbor and the beginning
of the Pacific War, the Japanese decision-makers were now more pre-



pared to listen to German recommendations. About a year after Pearl
Harbor, preparations began for the creation of the ‘designated area’.
The Japanese consul in the Lithuanian capital of Kaunas, Sugihara
Chiune, who as late as 1940–1 enabled more than 2,000 Jews from
Poland to emigrate to East Asia—a case analysed in detail by Gao but
also mentioned by Hochstadt—was the solitary exception.
In its broad outline, Gao’s argument is entirely convincing. She is

no doubt right to emphasize that the rescue of the Jews was ‘an acci-
dental result’ (p. 137) in the sense that policies vis-à-vis the refugees
were determined by the international situation and by (arguably)
overriding political concerns. She tends, however, to downplay the
similarities between the Chinese and Japanese approaches, which
both oscillated between an attempt to garner support in (or mend
fences with) the United States, and the desire for an alliance with
Germany. Gao sees a fundamental difference between the two poli-
cies in that the Japanese ‘Jewish experts’ ‘regularly threatened’ (pp.
55, 137) the Jews with violence if they refused to acquiesce in their
assigned role, whereas the Chinese did not. However, the only sub-
stantial evidence to bolster this claim comes from an internal
Japanese debate (pp. 103–4); no evidence is presented to show that
such threats were made either towards the Jews or the Western dem-
ocratic governments. The same goes for the influence of anti-Semitic
ideas on the ‘Japanese experts’ (pp. 80, 91). Again, little systematic
evaluation is offered as to just what ideas Yasue and Inuzuka picked
up, apart from rather shallow stereotypes of Jewish influence on the
US economy and public opinion, and how they influenced their pol-
icy formulations. Finally, Gao occasionally uses stock phrases from
the lexicon of Chinese historiography, such as the notion that Japan
‘contrived’ the Marco Polo Bridge incident in July 1937 (p. 31), or that
the rule of the Nationalists was marked by ‘corruption and frequent
ineptitude’—assertions that, in this form at least, are debatable.
Notwithstanding these criticisms, Gao offers a valuable contribu-

tion to the field in for the first time presenting a synopsis of both the
Chinese and Japanese policies towards Jewish refugees, and qualify-
ing the assumption that the Japanese were ‘much more accommo-
dating to the refugees’ than the SMC (as made by Hochstadt, p. 59).
In the epilogue, Gao herself stresses the importance of the refugees’
own perspective (p. 128). Overall, the two books reviewed here com-
plement one another ideally, looking at the experience of the Jewish
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refugees to Shanghai as well as the frameworks that made these
experiences—and, however accidentally, the rescue of about 16,000
Jews—possible.
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