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PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of tape recorded interviews by Bobbe
Herndon for the Oral History Office in May, 1973. Bobbe Herndon tran-
scribed the tapes and Nick Cherniasky edited the transcript.

Nick Cherniavsky was: born on April 15, 1924 in Harbin, Manchuria, China
to Russian-born parents. When he was 1 1/2 years old his family moved
to Shanghal and stayed there for over 15 years. They moved to Tsingtao,
China just prior to World War II and Mr. Cherniavsky's recollections of
the Japanese takeover and occupation of China are quite vivid. Throughout
the memoir the reader may be amazed at the number of different cultures
and languages Mr. Cherniavsky adapted himself to throughout his life. He
became Tluent 1n Japanese and for awhile even taught it as a foreign
language. His travels throughout Asia gives the reader a feeling of
having been there since the detalls of nearly every event are so clear
in his memory.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator, and
editor scught to preserve the informal conversational style that is in-
herent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University 1s not
responsible for the factusl accuracy of the memoir, nor for the views
expressed thereln; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted, and clted freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




Nick Cherniavsky, Spring 1973, Springfield, Illinois.
Bobbe Herndon, Interviewer.

Q. ILet's go back and start at the beginning with your earliest memories,
and tell me perhaps where you were born.

A. T was born in Harbin, Manchuria, China on April 15, 1924. I was a year
and a half old when my family moved to Shanghai, China. ' My earliest recol-
lections, and I have two, are going back to approximately age three. One
recollection is an image of myself walking down the street in Shanghai,

China, in a section of town which is known as Honkiew. My dad was part of

the time holding me by the hand, and another time was carrying me in his

arms. There was a great deal of shooting going on in the city, and of course
I didn't know it at the time, but this took place in 1927 when Chiang Kai Shek,
who had just recently organized Nationalist Army, took Shanghai.

What was happening was known later on in history as the massacre of Shanghai
when Chiang Kal Shek suddenly turned on the comunist elements in the
Chinese revolutionary movement and wiped out, in three days of fighting,
most of the commmnist members. of Shanghai's revolutionary movement. There
were trucks filled with Chinese soldiers that were racing up and down the
streets, and the whole recollection is one of great tension and something
of a catastrophlc nature taking place in the city around us.as- we ‘were
walking down the street. That's my one recollection.

My other recollection involves a surmy summer or late spring day in what
was known as Joffre Park in the French concession of Shanghal. There was

a lot of greenery, and there was a pond and a sort of a stream running from
the pond. My uncle came on a visit from Russia where he stayed to see his
sister, my mother, in Shanghal. Later on we found out he was executed
during the purges of the 1930's. He was approximately 26 years old at the
time, and he jumped across the canal, or stream, leading from the pond. He
miscalculated and came down in.the water and very painfully bruised his
knee. There was a lot of commotion and sympathy and his cries for help,
and so forth.

Q. You mentioned the fighting in Shanghal in 1927. Were they using
artillery or was this house-to-house fighting?

A. T don't think any artillery was used. It was mostly small arms: rifles,
machine guns, and things of this nature.

Q. You mentioned seeing soldiers in trucks. Which soldiers were those?
A. Those were Chiang Kai Shek's Nationalist Army soldiers.

Q. What year did your father go to Manchuria? Was it after the revolution
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in Russia?

A. Yes. My father took part in the Russian Civil War and in the process
of that he crossed all of Russia from the European part of Russia to the
Far East. There he fought in armies that were under the command and leader-
ship of Admiral Kolchak. He was captured in Chita in 1919, I believe, from
a train which was supposedly under the safe pass guaranteed by Allied
‘Expeditionary Command in Siberia, and was flying colors of France, Fngland,
Chechoslovakia, Japan and the United States. Despite this formidable pro-
tection the train was stopped by Bolshevik forces and Admiral Kolchak and
his staff were taken off the train, were tried, and shot within a couple
months. Following the disintegration of Russian White Armies in Siberia,
my father left Russia on board a Japanese transport ship and was brought
first to Korea and then made his way to Manchuria.

Q. Where was your father brought up? What was his background?

A. My father came from the southern part of Russia known as the Ukraine.
He was born 1n a city called Slaviansk not far from Kiev, which is the
major city in the Ukraine. He studied to be an engineer; and I believe

he was in his second year of technical school when he volunteered to go for
service in World War I. Following this he had seen seven or eight years

of military service first in World War I and then in the Russian Civil War.

Q. Which side was he on in the Civil War?

A. He was on the White or anti-Communist side. Interestingly enough, how-
ever, in his family, which was large--I think there were five or six brothers,
I don't recall exactly now-—each side had a menber of the family fighting
within its ranks. One of his brothers was on the Red side, and one was on
what was known as the Green Army, which was a local, populist type of a
movement within the Ukraine. I would like to bring a parallel from Ameri-
can history--something in the way of the Quantrell Irregulars in Kansas

would be comparable, perhaps, to the Green Army in the Ukraine in those

days. -

Q. TIs this the army that is referred to sometimes as the Ukrainian
Nationalist Army?

A. Yes, that's right. The leader of the army was a person called Mahno.

Q. Did he participate in the fighting when they were forced to withdraw
into Poland, when the so-called Ukrainian Nationalist Army withdrew into
Poland and then fought their way all the way back to Kiev?

A. No, T think what you are talking about now is . . . there was another
part of that, and that was the movement for independence of the Ukralne
and that was under a getman, getman being an old cossack term for a mili-
tary leader. This particular army at one time had established a truce
with the German Army which was occupying most of the Ukraine in those
days. But eventually both the Getman's Army and the Mahno's Green Army
were defeated on the one side by the White Russian Armies and on the other
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side by the Red Armies. They were sort of caught in between It was a
short lived affair for both of those movements.

Q. Was »wur father a Russian Nationalist?

A. Strictly speaking, my father is of the Ukrainian stock. The family
name is actually a Polish name, but my father has never considered him-
self to be a Ukrainian Nationalist. He always considered, and still con-
siders himself to be a Russian.

Q. Is your father still alive?

A. Yes. He lives in San Francisco right now.

Q. What did your father's father do?

A. My grandfather on my father's side was a small businessman.
Q. Was your mother also Ukrainian?

A. No, my mother was born when her parents were on vacation in Japan. She
was bom in an old imperial city of Japan, Kyoto. She was also again in
Japan when she was a couple years old, I believe, during the big earthquake
in Japan. My mother's parents——her father was Swedish and her mother was
French and German, s0 actually my mother has no Russian blood, whatsoever.

Q. How did her parents happen to be in Japan? Were they on business there?
You said they were on vacation.

A. Yes, her father was a professor of Japanese language in a Far Eastern
Institute which later on was reorganized as the University of Vladivostok.
Intriguingly enough, her father, being a Swede who was born in Russia and
was teaching Japanese language in University of Vladivostok, was also in
his day one of five or six Westerners fo be considered a world renowned -
authority on Japanese culture and language. He wrote a nurmber of books,

in Japanese of course, on the subject and was very well-known and respected
in Japan.

What was his name?
. Spalwing, Eugene Spalwing.
Is he still alive?

. No, he died when I was a small boy.

D.‘PPbP

Your father went from the Ukraine to Manchuria when Russia at that
tine more or less, had designs on that part of China?

A. No, not really, those designs preceeded my dad's appearance in Man-
churia by nearly a quarter of a century. They were a part of Russian-
Japanese Intrigue in the last years of the preceeding century and the few
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first years of this century. So my dad came to Manchuria when Russian in-
fluence had already been well established there, but because of the turmoll
and upheaval in Russia 1teself, was just beginning to disappear from Man-
churia. (tape stops and starts)

Q. How did your parents happen to go to Shanghail?

"A.  Primarily because Shanghai is and was the largest port in China. Re-

cently it was announced that it is the largest city in the whole world, now,

surpassing New York, London, and Tokyo. And Harbin in Manchuria was actually

originally a small Chinese town. It came under strong Russian influence
when the Russlan Eastern Railroad was brought to Harbin in Russia's move

to bulld its influence in Manchuria and in Korea 1n the earlier part of the
century. Harbin was a very booming place prior to the Russian Clvil War.
However, after the Russian Civil War, Russian influence was on the decline
and my dad had great trouble finding a job there. And Shanghai being the
blg metropolis, it offered much more of that nature and so my famlly moved
to Shanghai. My family moved to Shanghai primarily because there were
better job opportunities.

I recall that initially ny dad had taken a nunber of tenporary jobs. At
one time he worked as a longshoreman on the docks, and I don't remember
that, but I remember the family discussion about that particular phase of
ouwr life. And then for a while he worked for the Shanghzl telephone com-
pany installing burglar alarms in the homes of China's millionaires.

There were quite a few of those in Shanghail; it was a very rich city. And
following that, he was employed by The Shanghai Water Works Company, Ltd.,
which was British owned and the head office was in London. It was a very
sizeable installation on the outskirts of the city.

Q. Can you describe what your home looked like in Shanghai?

A. Yes, for a while, particularly during the time when my dad had those
temporary jobs, and for about a year or so following his employment by the
Shanghai Water Works Company, we lived in what in Shanghal was called
terraces. Those were bulldings constructed for residential use in blocks.
Nowdays, in this country, we have tract homes, or subdivisions where there
are rows of similarly constructed houses and in Shanghai they had rows of
what in this country today we call townhouses. Usually they were a two-
story bullding designed for single family occupancy which would be con-
structed in blocks of ten, fifteen, twenty or more townhouses all in one
block. There were a nunber of those and usuzlly people would, instead of
renting a whole townhouse, they would rent either a part of it as an apart-
nent, or in many cases they would rent just a room. And that is what we
did for a while. Then the Water Works Company constructed company owned
housing and so we moved to that house. We stayed there for fourteen years
and most of my childhood memories are comnected with that particular dwell-
Ing. It was also constructed as a townhouse and there were two blocks, one
of ten houses and the other one of six. The company provided the housing
for all of its employees and there were actually three separate compounds.
One was for the higher echelon members of the employees, who were all
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British, and these were more elaborate and more expensive houses. . Then

there were houses for the mlddle echelon, who were all Russian; and then
there was also housing for two or three thousand Chinese workers, which

were of course the most Spartan in appearance.

Q. What was your home like on the inside?

A. . Well, it was rather modest and not very large. The ground floor con-—
sisted of an entry hall and a stairway going to the second floor. Then
off to the right from the entry hall there was a moderate-sized dining
room with a flreplace, a kitchen, and a pantry, and a little storage area.
Upstairs there were two bedrooms and a bathroom and a hall. Both bedrooms
also had fireplaces for heating purposes. Since the house was constructed
on plans which were drawn by a British architect, British influence was
rather pronounced. But in later years, most of the people who lived there—-
even though winters in Shanghal are rather mild-—-substituted either fire or
wood burning stoves in place of fireplaces, since fireplaces were rather
messy to use daily for heating.

Q. You mentioned the dining room, was there no living room?

A. No, there was no living room, surprisingly enough. Most people com-
bined use of the dining room as a dining-living room. A number of people
used kitchens for both cooking and eating their meals, but in our home we
used the dining room also as a living room.

Q. You said that these were called terraces. Was that because of the
geographical features of the land?

A. No, that was just strictly a local term and I could never quite find
out exactly why it was called that. Shanghai is built on a very flat
stretch of land; actually it is marsh land with no protrusions in the
horizon, whatsoever. It's all very, very flat. There are no terraces,

no hills, no nothing, and those were strictly terms that were applied to~-
there was a Joffre Terrace, a Linden Terrace, and a Happy Terrace. There
were terraces all over town and those were predominantly lower income
housing.

Q. Would a terrace be similar to what we think of as a compound?

A. In appearances, yes, because most of them had iron work gates of
which some would be locked for the night, usually around midnight. This
was as some precaution against burglars, and things of that nature, but
in most the gates were never used. But nevertheless there were physical
boundaries that you could very definitely observe. The terrace was from
this point orward, you know.

Q. You said they never used the gates?

A. In most of them no, but in some the gates were locked for the night.

Q. So if you came home after midnight you couldn't get in?
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A. Well, you'd have to climb over the gate, I guess.
Q. Did you?

A. (laughter) I never lived 1in a terrace except for when I was very
young. Most of my later years were spent at that company provided hous-
ing. It was following our move from Shanghal to Tsingtao, and we lived in
"~ various houses, but never a terrace.

Q. Were the majority of the people Chinese in company housing?

A. Yes, there were two to three thousand Chinese workers. They would be
like mechanics, oilers, janitors, gardeners, and just laborers. And there
were slxteen households of Russian junior or assistant engineers who had
the main supervisory responsibility on each shift. There were three eight-
hour shifts; of course the equipment had to be run around the clock, as at
most of the service type installations. And so from sixteen households——
and since there were some bachelors who doubled up, in the same house--T
would say we probably had maybe twenty Russian pecple working there. And,
perhaps maybe between twenty-five to fifty British subjects.

Q. Why were there so many Russians?

A. This is an interesting detall, actually. Originally the company did

not employ any Russians, there were just British and Chinese personnel.
Then the Chinese workers had gone on a strike and the company was in the
danger of having to shut down and temporarily stop its services. So they
brought in--they hired-—a number of Russlan people. Actually, what it
amounted to was that the Russians were initially hired strictly as strike-
breakers. That is another minute note of a many faceted picture of foreign
or Western exploitation of Chinese facilities, Chinese resources, and
Chinese manpower. So, in a sense——actually, not in a sense, but very
directly--my dad got this job as a strikebreaker.

Q. Did the compounds have walls?

A. Yes, the whole three-block large facility which consisted of the main
facilities where all the machinery--the boilers, the turbines, the pumps,
and the sediment pools--were located and then the British personnel com-
pound and the adjoining Russian and Chinese and storage compound--three
blocks in all--were all surrounded by-about eight foot high fortress-like
brick walls. In fact, the shop buildings in the main shop compound were
constructed along the lines of old British castles. Interestingly enough,
I really don't know if there was any forethought at the time when it was
contructed that way, whether it was a result of the Boxer uprising which,
. of course, preceeded my stay there by a quarter of a century or more. But
later on during 1932 and 1937, when the Chinese-Japanese battle raged in
Shanghal, in that particular area of Shanghal, actually, the type of con-
struction used came in very handy. Because a detachment of British soldiers
was stationed there to protect the facility and with the addition of some
corner watchtowers, the whole place actually became a fortress.
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Q. Did both sides of the Chinese warring at that time respect the British
territorial rights?

A. In 1937, the area in which the company facility was located was occu-
pied by a detachment of Japanese marines. The Chinese forces were pushed
out towards the outskirts of Shanghal—towards the outskirts of the Chinese
part of Shanghal—the area called Chapel. I don't know whether you are
familiar with this, but that is the part where the world famous photo-
graph of a Chinese baby crying sitting astride railroad tracks following
Japanese bombing of Northern railway station, which was in Chapel, was
taken. I don't remenber who took the photograph, but 1t was flashed all
over the world and even now can be seen in a number of publications des-
cribing the events of those days in Shanghai. ’

So the protection which British accorded the facility was actually not
aimed either against the Chinese or the Japanese. It was to protect the
facility and to let the warring sides know that there was a British armed
contingent on the premises and there was no damage to the facility whatso-
ever. I believe a stray bullet wounded one of the British soldiers slight-
ly at one time. An interesting side note is: because it was necessary for
the personnel to cross actually two streets--except for the British per-
sonnel who lived across only one street--at each shift hour the British
soldiers would come out in the street and unfold a huge ribbon of ten to
twenty large size British flags which were sewn together to form a con-
tinuous ribbon of Union Jacks. And so very carefully, making sure that
they would not get shot at in the process, they would unfold this Union
Jack barrier and stretch it as a visible signal from ornie sidewalk to the
other. 'Then, very quickly the retiring shift would walk across the street
and the coming-on-the-job shift would walk to the facility. And this
routine was conducted three times every twenty-four hours and at night
they would put very powerful searchlights on the street at that time, so
it would be very distinetly visible. But, that's how they would bring
people off the shift and bring their replacement on.

Q. And this was respected by both the Japanese and the Chinese?

A, Yes.

Q. About how wide was the sidewalk?

A. Well, it was actually one of the main streets. I would say the side-
walks were probably twenty feet wide on each side of the street, or wider.
There were two lanes of traffic in each directlon and in the mlddle of the
street there were two streetcar tracks. So it was a sizable street.

Q. And the'flags stretched from one side .

A. Actually from one gate to another: across one sidewalk, across the
pavement of the street, and across the other sidewalk.

Q. What was the government of Shanghai proper composed of?




























































































































































































































