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Letter to《The Rotarian》Editor  

from Tientsin Rotary Club on 1 March 1928 

by Herbert K. Lau (劉敬恒) (Rotary China Historian) 

1 March 2013 

 

It was eighty-five years ago today, the Rotary Club of Tientsin (天津扶輪社), Republic of China (中

華民國), sent a complaint letter to the Editor of《The Rotarian》Magazine.  Excerpt of the full text is 

attached herewith below. 

The complaint was made against a short statement written in a long article《Reflections of a 

Chinese Scholar》published on the February 1928 Issue of《The Rotarian》magazine.  It was the 

opinion expressed unanimously by members of the Tientsin Rotary Club that publication of such a 
statement was misleading and inaccurate.  The Club requested the Editor to publish a disclaimer or 
retraction and in particular to contradict the mischievous statement. 

By going through the entire letter, readers would find out what was expressed on the truth and 
ideal of Rotary’s Object -- “international understanding and friendship”. 

For readers who would like to learn more about China during the transitional period from the 
Manchu Empire to the Chinese Republic during the early 20th Century, please take time to going on 
reading the full text of the long article 《Reflections of a Chinese Scholar》which is attached on the 

annex pages. 

 

Dear《The Rotarian》: 

“Misleading … Inaccurate” 

        At today’s weekly meeting of the Tientsin Rotary Club held at the Astor House Hotel (天津利順德

大飯店), Tientsin, presided over by Rotarian the Honorable M. T. Liang (梁如浩), ex-Minister of Foreign 

Affairs of the Chinese Republic and former High Advisor to the Chinese Delegation at the Washington 
Conference of 1921, attention was called to the following passage from an article entitled《Reflections 

of a Chinese Scholar》, published in the February number of《The Rotarian》: 

“After long ages one man named Mah-ko-po (Marco Polo) came.  After no more until the foreign 
shepherds.  Western nations lived in caves, had covering of skins.  They were few, always killing each 
other.  Thus with our peaceful civilization we called them ‘barbarians’.  We satisfied and happy thus, 
not disturbed.  Other nations in modern times come in fire boats and see we not have arms, but have 
good much people, they want to do trade.  The men of Ying (England) force the deadly drug upon us.  
Then begins trouble.  These men brought the Holy Book in one hand and opium in the other.  Millions 
of our people are slaves to the drug.  Yet the foreign shepherds tell us that their Son of God taught 
them to ‘overcome evil with good’ and unto to him that ‘smiteth thee on the one cheek to offer also the 
other’.” 
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        The opinion was expressed that publication of such a statement as the above was misleading and 
inaccurate.  By a unanimous vote of those present I was charged to request you to publish a disclaimer 
or retraction and in particular to contradict the mischievous statement that “The men of Ying (England) 
force the deadly drug upon us. … These men brought the Holy Book in one hand and opium in the other”. 

        《The Rotarian》has done so much to emphasize the value of international amity and the 

cultivation of good understanding between men of different nations that the publication of such a 
passage as the above surprises us.  The Rotary Club of Tientsin is probably one of the most international 
as it is certainly one of the most harmonious of all the Rotary clubs throughout the world.  It comprises 
American, British, Chinese, Danish, Italian, Japanese, Norwegian, and Swiss representatives, and its 
members, belonging to the official, professional, and mercantile sections of the community, are in a 
position to know the facts and to judge of the effects of such statements as that complained of.  Such 
statements cause distress to our members as a whole and are calculated to annoy our English members 
in particular. 

        You will not wish me to go into the history of opium in China, dating back to long before the arrival 
of the British, or to discuss the sincerity of Christian missionary effort in this country.  The history of 
the opium traffic is described in《International Relations of the Chinese Empire》, by Hosea Ballou 

Morse (馬士), an American born, and succinctly in the China Year Book for 1928, an authoritative work 

used and quoted by leading diplomatic and national authorities, and compiled by Rotarian H. G. W. 
Woodhead (伍德海), a present member and past president of the Tientsin Rotary Club.  Reference to 

these or other standard works will convince you of the inaccuracy of the statement complained of, which 
indeed is so gross a burlesque of the truth that it might have been set aside as empty buffoonery, but 
for the fact that you editorially commend the extracts as of the “penetrating philosophy typical of the 
oriental scholar”.  Some of our members who have given the article their attention are of opinion that 
it is not in the least typical of the oriental scholar that the translation attributed to one J. A. Makepeace 
who you describe as a “broadminded missionary” is couched in a preposterous sort of bogus English 
which no educated Chinese would countenance and no broadminded missionary would condescend to 
use. 

        Without discussing the article further, however, we trust that you will be ready to entertain 
favorably our request for a disavowal of the statement complained of, which we feel sure can only have 
been inserted by inadvertence, and without realization of the malice which it contains. 

                                                                                         John Cowen 

                                                                                                     Tientsin Rotary Club, 1 March 1928 

 

P.S.  This letter prior to dispatch has been submitted to the Tientsin Rotary Club assembled in weekly 
meeting and meets with their unanimous approval. 

 

*****     *****     *****     *****     ***** 

 

About John Cowen---British journalist, had served upon editorial staffs of newspapers at Newcastle-
on-Tyne, Leeds, Hull, Preston and London; Sub-editor of《The Times》in 1895-1897; Private Secretary 

to Editor of《The Times》in 1897-1900.  He arrived the Ch’ing Empire (Imperial China) as special 

correspondent in connection with the Boxer Rising in 1900.  He founded at Peking, on 21 January 1901, 
the《China Times》 , the first foreign daily newspaper published in the Chinese capital.  Cowen 
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transferred it in April the same year to Tientsin, where it was published.  He also founded the first 
evening newspaper in the district, the《Evening Express》 .  Cowen was sentenced in 1903 to 

imprisonment and deportation to the United Kingdom under the Ch’ing Empire, and Korea Order in 
Council, for certain comments in connection with Russo-Japanese war.  The sentence afterwards was 
quashed and new Order in Council issued in 1904 in which objectionable clause, under which action 
was taken, was modified. 

 

《The Rotarian》Magazine Editor’s Note in June 1928: 

        The statement is indeed misleading and inaccurate and should have been omitted from the 
published extracts of the work by the Chinese author, Hwuy-ung.  References in the China Year Book 
state: “Whereas the poppy has been grown in China and opium known to the Chinese medicinally for a 
thousand years, the practice of mixing opium with tobacco for smoking purpose was first introduced by 
the Dutch from Java into Formosa, and thence to Amoy and the mainland of China.  Foreign opium was 
first brought to China by the Portuguese from Goa at the beginning of the eighteenth century.” 

 

 

 

 
 

Photo of Tientsin Honorary Rotarian M. T. Liang (梁如浩), former Foreign Affairs Minister of China,  

taken at the 19th Annual Convention of Rotary International held on 18-22 June 1928 at Minneapolis, Minnesota, U.S.A.   
Liang was one of the 3 China’s delegates. 
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