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75 years ago, Shanghai Rotary Club was interrupted from its normal activities for 5 
years due to the Pacific War from 1941 to 1945, when the Imperial Japanese forces 
occupied the entire greater Shanghai where the Club was established since 1919 at the 
Soochow Creek mouth of the International Settlement (上海公共租界) (see Map below).  

 

 
Map of Shanghai showing the International Settlement (blue), the French Concession (green) 

and the surrounding Chinese Municipality of Greater Shanghai (yellow). 

 
The foreign concessions in Shanghai was created under the《Treaty of Nanking 1842》

《南京條約》.  Originally the concessions remained Ch’ing Empire’s (大清國) sovereign 

territory.  However, during the Small Sword Society (小刀會) uprising of 1853–1855, the 

Ch’ing government gave up sovereignty in the concessions to the foreign powers in 
exchange of their support to suppress the rebellion.  In 1854, the three countries – Great 
Britain, U.S.A. and France -- created the Shanghai Municipal Council (公共租界工部局) 

to serve all their interests, but, in 1862, the French Concession (法國租界) dropped out of 

the arrangement.  The following year the British and American settlements formally 
united to create the International Settlement.  As more foreign powers entered into treaty 
relations with the Ch’ing Empire, their nationals also became part of the administration 
of the Settlement, but it always remained a predominantly British affair. 

Shanghai Rotary Club (上海扶輪社) was a cosmopolitan character with membership 

of 80% American, 10% Briton, 10% native Chinese, some French and at least 2 Japanese. 
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In 1932 there was a million Chinese living within the International Settlement, with 
another 400,000 fleeing into the area after the Second Sino-Japanese War broke out in 
1937.  For the next five years, the International Settlement and the French Concession 
were surrounded by Japanese occupiers and Chinese revolutionaries (yellow portion on 
the Map), with conflict often spilling into the Settlement’s borders.  The Second Sino-
Japanese War had been in progress since 7 July 1937, with hostilities dating back as far 
as 19 September 1931 with the Imperial Japanese invasion of Manchuria.  Though most 
of the cities in the north along with the eastern coast of the Republican China (中華民國) 

were occupied by the Japanese forces, the Shanghai International Settlement was 
maintained free and safe under the Anglo-American powers and was practically “an 
isolated island” away from the wars.  Anyway, for the time being, it was still safe for the 
Shanghai Rotary Club in carrying on its normal services within the Settlement.  

However, the outbreak of the Pacific War changed the Club’s fortune.  The Pacific 
War -- the Far East theatre of the World War II -- itself began on 7/8 December 1941, 
when Japan invaded Thailand and attacked the British possessions of Malaya, Singapore, 
and Hong Kong as well as the United States military bases in Hawaii, Wake Island, Guam 
and the Philippines.  The Shanghai International Settlement came to an abrupt end in 
December 1941 when Japanese troops stormed in immediately following the attack on 
U.S. Naval Station Pearl Harbor in Hawaii.  
 

 
The Japanese occupation of Shanghai, 1941. 

(Source: Exhibition at Leo Baeck Institute, New York.) 
 

The hostilities between U.S.A. and Japan obviously disconnected the contacts 
between Shanghai Rotary Club and Rotary International.  How did the Club survive 
during these 5 years?  Soon after the War, Shanghai Rotary Club wrote a 5-page Report 
for 1941-1945 to Rotary International proposing the reinstatement of the Club 
membership.  Read the full Report signed by Club President William Z. L. Sung (沈嗣良) 

in the next 5 pages … 

http://www.lbi.org/2012/05/destination-shanghai-exhibit/
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Rotary Club, Shanghai, China 
Room 103, Metropole Hotel, 180 Kiangse Road 
Tel: 16450 Cable Address: Roclub, Shanghai 

 

Report for Period 1941-1945 

 
 

After the outbreak of hostilities on 8th December, 1941, only one regular meeting 
was held – on Thursday December 11th.  The proceedings were informal and no report 
was made out.  There was a fair attendance, total 54, of all nationalities represented in 
the Club--including the two Japanese members. 

Subsequently, no direct steps were taken by the occupying forces to suppress the 
Club, but in view of the fact that the authorities at an early date after the outbreak of 
hostilities prohibited the holding of meetings without permission it was evident, that it 
would not be possible for the Club to continue its normal activities, although the 
Japanese members were inclined to believe that no objections would be raised by the 
authorities.  At a meeting on the 13th December, 1941, the Board of Directors decided, 
therefore, to go into recess for the time being “due to financial reasons and 
transportation difficulties”.  It was considered desirable, however, that the Secretariat 
of the Club should be maintained. 

The Board of Directors met again on several occasions during the first half of the 
year 1942, during which meetings various routine matters were dealt with, inter alia the 
distribution of renovated toys, which had been collected prior to the outbreak of 
hostilities but not delivered to the various orphanages and institutions, which the Rotary 
Club in Shanghai had been supplying with toys each Christmas for several years. The 
question of resuming normal activities, which would require establishing contact with 
the Japanese authorities, was considered during these meetings but decided against. 
Members, however, for a time maintained contact with each other through informal 
meetings in each other’s houses by rotation, a procedure which in the circumstances 
was found well suited for maintaining fellowship and for the promotion of goodwill 
and understanding between the many nationalities of which the membership of the 
Club is composed. 
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For economic reasons the Secretariat was removed from the Metropole Hotel to 
the Nanking Theatre, the management of which represented by Rotarian T. J. Holt, 
very kindly placed office accommodation at the disposal of the Club free of charge. 

When the Club’s permanent secretary was interned the office was closed and put 
in charge of Rotarian T. J. Holt, who has looked after all property and records belonging 
to the Club and has been able to return them completely intact at the end of hostilities. 
On one or two occasions enquiries were made by officials of the occupation forces as 
to the nature of the Rotary Club but these enquiries were rather easily passed off. 

The Club funds---which at an early date had been converted into gold---were and 
are in the hands of the Hon. Treasurer, except for disbursements for salaries and office 
expenses incurred during the period the Secretariat was kept open. 

A number of Allied Rotarians were repatriated in 1942 whilst the remaining 
American and British members of the Club during 1942/1943 were successively 
interned in the various Camps in and around Shanghai. The total number of members 
repatriated was 19 (some went away from Camp in 1943), whilst those who remained 
in Camp to the end of the hostilities were distributed as follows: Haiphong Road Camp 
5, Pootung 7, Yuyuen Road (later Eastern Area) 2, Ash Camp 3, Lungwha 1 and Chapei 
9. 

The other members of the Club maintained contact from time to time, but did not 
attempt to meet in any regular or formal manner as Rotarians. 

Towards the end of 1944, when it was clear that the internees in Shanghai camps 
had a very hard time owing to serious shortage of food, it was arranged to send each 
interned Rotarian and each member of his family a special Christmas parcel with 
greetings from “Thursday Tiffin friends”, which gifts were much appreciated. 

In August 1945 at the end of the hostilities the question of again taking up the 
activities of the Club was considered by the (last) President in consultation with various 
members, but owing to the difficulty of establishing contact with interned members and 
the abnormal situation prevailing at the time (both as regards finances, transportation 
and business in general) it was decided not to take immediate steps to call a meeting of 
the Board of Directors or endeavor to hold Club meetings. 

On the initiative of President Sung an informal get together arranged in the 
grounds of St. John’s University on the afternoon of September 29th, when the majority 
of members interned locally had been set free.  About 30 members of the Shanghai 
Club and some 10 Outport Rotarians spent a pleasant two hours together, and the 
returned internees were greeted with particular enthusiasm by their fellow Rotarians. 

On that occasion the question of resuming regular meetings was considered but 
the consensus of opinion of those present was to the effect, that the taking up of the 
normal activities of the Club would have to be deferred for some time owing to 
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transportation difficulties and the difficulty of finding suitable accommodation for 
holding weekly lunch meetings---the question of expenses being also of some 
importance in the prevailing circumstances. 

In the course of the month of October all interned Rotarians were released---those 
from Haiphong Road, who had been sent to North China, were the last to arrive. 

A meeting of the Club was called on November 9th.  This meeting was held in the 
Bankers’ Club and was well attended---too well for the accommodation available.  There 
were present 44 members, 10 outport Rotarians, 4 overseas Rotarians and several guests, 
some of them former members of the Club. The members present expressed the 
opinion that steps should be taken to re-establish the Club vis-à-vis Rotary International 
as soon as possible, and that regular meetings should be resumed as soon as a suitable 
meeting place could be found.  The last elected Board of Directors were requested to 
take the necessary steps in that direction. 

At a meeting of that Board held on November 15th it was decided to enquire from 
Rotary International’s special delegate in China, Vice-President of R.I. Dr. C. T. Wang, 
as to the steps it would be necessary to take in order again to regularize our position 
with Rotary International.  Dr. Wang in reply gave certain direction and enquired inter 
alia whether the Club’s Charter was still available, to what extent Club records had been 
kept up and whether Club and R.I. dues had been collected in the interval. 

To the questions the replies were as follows: 

The Club’s Charter (No. 545) is intact.  We have not collected any Club dues after 1st January, 
1942.  The R.I. per capita tax and subscription fees for “The Rotarian” were collected and remitted 
for the 2nd half of 1941, but since then no attempt has been made to collect R.I. dues and in any case 
it would have been impossible to remit them. 

At the present moment there are some 72 of the members on the old Roster who 
are believed to be in Shanghai, but some 15 of those have not yet attended meetings. 
Some of them have been contacted and are found to have failed to attend because they 
thought they had lost their classification owing to inability to start their business again, 
whilst others had hesitated to rejoin the Club owing to temporary financial 
embarrassment due to the complete dislocation of their business and/or heavy personal 
losses of property and effects during the war and inability to obtain funds from abroad 
owing to normal banking facilities not yet being available. 

In consideration of the difficulties facing many members the Board of Directors 
at a meeting held on the 29th November placed before the members of the Club a 
resolution to the effect 

that for a period of six months all members, if they so wish, may remain members 
of the Club without review of their old classification. 
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which resolution was passed unanimously. 

The Board felt that although some members will be unable to continue 
membership on the basis of their old classification, and some are doubtful as regards 
the outlook for the future, it would not seem reasonable in view of the uncertain and 
quite abnormal business situation prevailing in Shanghai, to start a general review of 
classifications and possibly deny membership to persons who might later on be fitted 
in.  It is realized, of course, that this procedure is not strictly according to the letter of 
the R.I. Constitution and By-Laws, but it is felt that the maintenance of fellowship and 
contact in the present depressing situation is of paramount importance.  It is well 
understood at the same time, that in the case of members who are definitely unable to 
retain membership they shall stand down and make room for new members to fill the 
vacant classifications. 

Rotarians from outports who are transferring their business to Shanghai will be 
taken care of by the Club as soon as possible, and in the meantime they are treated as 
Visiting Rotarians. 

It is the view of the Board of Directors and Members that the Shanghai Rotary 
Club as such has not been dissolved---we have simply discontinued to meet.  According 
to strict Rotary rules, we have, of course, ceased to exist as a Club in good standing 
when we failed to meet regularly and failed to collect R.I. dues and Club subscriptions 
for four years.  But on the other has no feel that the Board of Directors of Rotary 
International must apply a special ruling as regards our Club, and other Clubs similarly 
situated, where a large majority of the old members were ready to resume meetings as 
soon as circumstances permitted after the end of hostilities. 

On this assumption it has not been considered necessary to reconstitute the Club, 
and the activities as far as present circumstances permit have simply been taken up 
where left off in December 1941.  On that basis members have passed the following 
resolution at the meeting on November 29th 

that the Officers and Board of Directors elected in 1941, and whose activities 
were discontinued under force majeure in December of that year, shall continue 
to function until the end of the present Rotary Year (30th June, 1946). 

It was the desire of a majority of members present at the above meeting that 
weekly meetings should be resumed forthwith, but in deference to the wishes of a 
number of members who find that owing to transportation difficulties (our present 
meeting place is some distance from the business center of the town), and in some cases 
also account of expense, less frequent meetings are to be preferred, it was decided for 
the time being to meet every second Thursday only. 
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For the present it is not proposed to re-open the office or engage a paid secretary, 
but this will be done as soon as circumstances will permit and in the meantime the 
present officers will carry on the necessary routine work. 

It is confidently hoped that as from 1st January, 1946, more or less normal 
activities shall be resumed such as the collection of R.I. dues (per capita tax and 
subscription to “The Rotarian”) and the necessary Club dues to meet current expense 
(in the meantime such expenses, except costs of tiffin, will be met from funds in the 
hands of the Treasurer).  At the same time the rules regarding regular attendance will 
be reinstated and enforced. 

Owing to the high cost of printing the renewal of the publication of the Club’s 
weekly paper “The Pagoda” will also have to await better times. 

Some members who have left or are leaving for holidays abroad have been 
supplied with the usual Rotary Card of Introduction of six months’ validity on the 
understanding that all R.I. dues will be paid on their return or by friends on their behalf. 

 

Shanghai, 5th December, 1945. 

 

Signed:   

[signature] [signature] 

_______________________ ________________________ 

Wm. Z.L. Sung  E. S. Thellefsen, 

President Honorary Secretary 

 

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

 

Glossary 
 
(1) Metropole Hotel = 都城飯店 = the house for the Shanghai Rotary Club’s secretariat 

(2) Nanking Theatre = 南京大戲院 = was designed and built in 1930 by Shanghai 

Rotarian architect Robert Fan (范文照) in Beaux-Arts style.  The entire fabric today 

is renovated into Shanghai Concert Hall (上海音樂廳). 

(3) T. J. Holt = 何挺然 = Cantonese, owner of Nanking Theatre 

(4) St. John’s University = 聖約翰大學 = William Z. L. Sung was the President in 1941-

1946. 
(5) Dr. C. T. Wang = Dr. Chengting T. Wang = 王正廷博士 


