ERNSEX N
REHFS 27 EARR ST Benfk ik B
Dr. Chengting Thomas Wang

The Rotarian made Twin Oaks the Republican China’s Embassy
By Herbert K. Lau (%¥]#xl=2) (Rotary China Historian)

1 September 2020
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Dr. Chengting Thomas Wang — Ambassador of the Republic of China to U.S.A. 1936-1938

Even in a city renowned for its commanding estates, Twin Oaks stands out for its
understated beauty and historic pedigree. Yet, while the gala events held at other such grand
homes are routine fodder for the social pages of Washington’s newspapers, the owners of this
particular residence tend to keep their own council. Reason: It is, in fact, a symbolic embassy.
A virtually invisible embassy but an embassy nonetheless. The first “occupant” who made this
beautiful complex into the ambassadors’ residence was Dr. Chengting Thomas Wang (3 1 &%
1), HonLLD (Peking), HonLLD (St. John’s), BA (Yale), (1882-1961), the 2nd Ambassador
Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of the Republic of China (¥ # =% ) to the United States of
America, or in Rotary, the immediate resigned Governor of the 8ist District of Rotary
International. That was the story in 1937.
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19 July 1919 — Chengting Thomas Wang, Representative of the Political and Legal Protection Military
Government of the Republic of China, inscribed his own portrait after refusing to sign the Versailles Peace

Treaty at the Paris Peace Conference in France.




Wang joined Rotary the first time as an Active Member of Shanghai Rotary Club (_} /% +* #
4+) on 28 August 1920. As a career statesman, the frequent travel made him not feasible to

observe the basic “attendance requirement” as laid down by the Club’s constitution and by-laws.
In such case, in March 1922, Wang was recommended by Club President Harold C. Norman to
change his membership as “Honorary”.

When Wang was appointed the Minister of Justice by the Peking Administration (#* iz
Jit), he called to organize a new Rotary Club, or the third of the country, in Peking (Beijing) (#
7 ). Regrettably, after the organization process, he was not able to be one of the charter members
of the Peking Rotary Club (# % # #4+) due to his other missions away from the city. What he
could do was to maintain his “Honorary Membership” with both Shanghai and Peking Rotary
clubs. Later in 1925 Wang joined Peking Rotary Club as an Active Member when he was the
Minister of Foreign Affairs. On 3 October 1931, Wang resigned all of his governmental services
with the last position being the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and concentrated all of his time and
effort on both of his great interests in Rotary and Olympics. As the head of the Chinese National
Olympic Committee, Wang paid special attention on promoting sports and athletes for the Far
Eastern Championship Games, the 1932 Summer Olympics in Los Angeles, U.S.A., as well as the
1936 Summer Olympics in Berlin, Nazi Germany, etc.

Parallel to his service with the China National Amateur Athletic Federation and the Chinese
National Olympic Committee, Wang joined hands with Dr. Fong Foo-Sec (% & 9 £ 2 ) of
Shanghai Rotary Club in the production of Rotary literature into Chinese language of which
would help promoting the Rotary philosophy and to facilitate the membership and club
extension into the communities of ethnic Chinese. In 1933-1934, Fong sit on the Board of Rotary
International as a Director. With his recommendation, Wang was appointed by the Rotary
International President John Nelson an Honorary Commissioner in supervising a dozen of non-
districted Rotary clubs located in the Republic of China, the British Crown Colony Hong Kong,
and the Philippine Islands of the U.S.A. Protectorate. With this appointment, Wang was
instrumental in forming a new District which was granted by Rotary International at its July
1935 Board Meeting. Subsequently, the brand new 81st District, compiling with 11 clubs from
China, 1 club from Hong Kong and 3 clubs from the Philippines, was inaugurated on 1 October
1935 with Dr. Chengting Thomas Wang as its first governor. It was quite exceptional that Wang
had never been a Club President prior to his appointment as District Governor.

On Friday, 26 June 1936, at the 27th Annual Convention of Rotary International held in Atlantic City,
New Jersey, U.S.A., the first ever Chinese District Governor Wang delivered his speech in front of the
congregation. He reported that 5 new clubs were chartered and the first Conference of the 81st District
was held on 13-15 April 1936 in Shanghai. Rotary International President Ed. R. Johnson then
announced that Wang would carry on the governorship for one more year.

However, soon after Wang’s return from the Convention and the Berlin Olympics, he
received an urgent mission on 26 August 1936 to the United States as Ambassador of the
Republic of China. While departing to Washington D.C. without hesitation, Wang tendered his
resignation to Rotary International, and handed over the governorship of the 81st District to Dr.



Fong Foo-Sec commencing from October 1936. Hence, Wang had to suspend his service to
Rotary China for the next 2 years. The mission was also Wang’s last show as a career diplomat.

The Twin Oaks, Washington D.C., U.S.A.

Dr. Chengting T. Wang assumed his office of Ambassador Extraordinary and
Plenipotentiary of the Republic of China to the U.S.A. on 26 May 1937. The Embassy building
was the former premises of the Imperial Chinese Legation (= i & = # 4) built in 1902 (No.2001,
19th Avenue, Northwest Washington D.C.). Perhaps the facilities and rooms were quite old or
not enough in catering for social activities or diplomatic events in higher level and larger scale,
Wang decided to look for a better premises additionally. The Twin Oaks was chosen.

Aside from its beautiful bucolic setting, all of Twin Oaks owners have had impeccable
pedigrees. Set gently atop a hill once owned by a one-legged general Uriah Forrest who fought
in the Revolution, the manor itself was built in 1888. This 26-room English Georgian
Renaissance-style mansion situated on 18.24 acres in Northwest Washington, District of
Columbia, was constructed by a leading architect of the time at the cost of US$30,000. It
originally served as the summer residence for Gardiner Greene Hubbard, the founder of the
National Geographic Society, who named the estate Twin Oaks after the two beautiful oak trees
located in front of the house. The mansion also bears a historic connection to Alexander Graham
Bell, the inventor of the telephone, who was Mr. Hubbard’s son-in-law. By the 1930s, Bell’s
daughter, Grace, was renting the house to senior government officials as a place to escape the
humid Washington summers.

Then, in 1937, Grace Bell rented Twin Oaks to Wang, the official representative of The
Republic of China Government, until 1947, when Ambassador Dr. V. K. Wellington Koo (& ‘& 45
1% 1 ) decided to buy the estate for US$450,000---to use it as a permanent residence for China’s
ambassadors to Washington. (Koo was a former Honorary Rotarian of Shanghai Rotary Club.)

From that year until 1978, a total of 9 ambassadors lived happily at Twin Oaks where they
hosted countless thousands of U.S. dignitaries. Among many other celebrities, there were
several U.S. presidential figures, such as Dwight Eisenhower, Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford and
George W. Bush, before each became president. Madame Chiang Kai-Shek (3 * + % 3 &4 1)

also stayed there during her visits to Washington, D.C. in the 1950s and 60s.

In 1971, the Republic of China (in Taiwan) lost its representation in the United Nations and
in 1979 the United States recognized The People’s Republic of China (® # 4 % % 4r®). Due to
the pending change in diplomatic relations between the Republic of China and the United States,
in late 1978, Twin Oaks was sold at a nominal price of US$20 to the Friends of Free China
Association, a non-profit organization, purposely making such “not belong to the government”.

But within 9o days the United States Congress signed the (Taiwan Relations Act) in April

of that year, which authorized the “continuation of commercial, cultural and other relations
between the people of the United States and the people on Taiwan.”



Ever since then the United States and the island-province have maintained a close, though
discreet relationship. Taipei and Washington have long consulted on security affairs, as well as
on cultural and educational exchanges. Technically, though, Taiwan hasn’t had an actual
embassy in Washington for 36 years, its facsimile---the awkwardly titled “Taipei Economic and
Cultural Representative Office” in fact fills that precise role, and its staff works hard to keep
Taiwan’s views in focus in the United States capitol.

After all, they managed to hold tight to Twin Oaks, a strikingly elegant Georgian style
mansion, which serves as the non-official residence of the non-official ambassador. Located on
a leafy, tree-shaded property in a posh neighborhood in northern Washington, its 18.24 acres
are considered the largest privately owned estate in Washington, and slightly larger than the
White House compound.

With the enactment of the (Taiwan Relations Act) in April 1979, which provided legal

protection for the original ownership, the Taiwan Government purchased Twin Oaks back from
the Friends of Free China Association in 1982, at a favourable price of US$ 2 million.

For more than eight decades, 24 ambassadors and representatives have served as the
estate’s official hosts, witnessing a number of critical moments in the Republican China’s
diplomatic history and U.S.-Taiwan relations. Their gracious hospitality, along with the
mansion’s exquisite beauty and historical background, has earned this cultural landmark a
sterling reputation among its numerous guests who depart with fond memories.

In the mid-1980s, the then 100-year-old house underwent extensive structural repairs. But
these were carried out with painstaking care to preserve the house’s charming century old
wooden interiors, and hand-carved stairways and balusters.

Today, the interior furnishings include classic Chinese blue & white carpets in the sitting
room. The mansion houses a number of priceless antiques, including a painting allegedly by
Empress Dowager Tzu Hsi (% 4%+~ %) (1835-1908, who wielded real power in China during the
late Manchu Empire period). Elsewhere in the house is an original Tiffany chandelier, and scores
of precious Chinese porcelains. And in the formal dining room there is an intricately-carved
antique rosewood dinning set believed to have been sent to the St. Louis World’s Fair of 1904 by
the Empress Dowager. Its striking dragon motif suggests that this beautifully preserved set was
made specifically for the Imperial household.

In official recognition of its historic and cultural significance, Twin Oaks was placed on the
National Register for Historic Sites by the United States Department of the Interior in February
1986.

The Government of the Republic of China (Taiwan), currently represented by the Taipei
Economic and Cultural Representative Office in Washington in place of an official embassy,
continues to own the property and uses it for official receptions. On 1 January 2015, the flag of
the Republic of China was raised for the first time since the end of diplomatic relations in 1979.

The ceremony was held by “Taipei Economic and Cultural Representative Office in the
United States”, a move symbolizing significant progress in Taiwan—United States relations.



22ER R LY PR RER T
Ambassador Chengting T. Wang in the reading room of the China’s Embassy

JEHER R T TEE L U yiate R A
Ambassador Chengting T. Wang in full gear of ambassadorial attire, Mrs. Wang and 2 daughters.
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PEARIE B ER R E (1911-1944) (7 AT E B 2 g p 2 1902 )
Embassy of the Republic of China to U.S.A. in 1911-1944 (former Imperial Chinese Legation premises built in
1902, at No. 2001, 19th Avenue, Northwest Washington D.C.)
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The Twin Oaks, Republic of China Ambassador’s official residence since 1937
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