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As the Nazi Party ascended to power, many world leaders began closing their borders, despite claims that Jewish émigrés would be welcomed with open arms. One unlikely door remained ajar: the thriving city of Shanghai, China, which in 1939 was controlled by Japan and was, diplomatically speaking, "open," meaning anyone could debark from a ship without a passport or visa. Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, Japan's grip on China tightened considerably, but by then, Shanghai was already a potent political and cultural stew, thickened significantly by a late '30s influx (nearly 20,000) of Jewish -- or as the Japanese eventually referred to them, "stateless refugees." Rampant disease, culture shock, poverty, and overcrowding all made the transition difficult. Still, as interview subject Sigmund Tobias explains, none of these hardships compared to the horrors suffered by relatives who remained in Europe. Viewed in that context, the city seemed something of a "paradise." As the film shows, most refugees believed their situation was temporary, a few months in the Far East. When it became apparent that going home would not be an option, they set about attempting to integrate themselves, however haltingly, into the mystifyingly foreign culture around them, establishing tentative friendships, despite language barriers with their neighbors.
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