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Rotary in the State of Manchuria 

on the Northeastern Chinese Mainland 
By Herbert K. Lau (劉敬恒) (Rotary China Historian) 

18 September 2016 (85 years of the Mukden Incident) 

 

 

        

 

Located at the northeastern Chinese mainland, officially the “State of Manchuria” prior to 1934 

and the “Empire of (Great) Manchuria” (大滿洲帝國) after 1934, Manchukuo (滿洲國) was a puppet 

state of the Japanese Empire in Manchuria (滿洲) from 1932 until 1945.  It was founded as a 

republic in 1932 after the Imperial Japan’s invasion of the Chinese territory Manchuria, and in 1934 

it became a constitutional monarchy under the de facto control of Japan.  It had limited 

international recognition but was recognized by Rotary International as a “Rotary Country” (see the 

map on Page 4).  The territory was the homeland of the Manchus, including the emperors of the 

Ch’ing Empire (大清國 ) (Manchu Dynasty).  In 1931, Japan seized the region following the 

Mukden Incident (九•一八瀋陽事變/奉天事變/盛京事變) on September 18.  A pro-Japanese 

government was installed one year later with Aisin-Gioro Puyi (愛新覺羅·溥儀), the last Ch’ing 

Emperor, as the nominal regent and later emperor.  Manchukuo’s government was dissolved in 

1945 after the surrender of Imperial Japan at the end of World War II. 

 

Rotary Extension or Boosterism   

 

In this short-life state of 15 years, there had been Rotary activities with 4 clubs formed: 

(1) Dairen Rotary Club (大連ロータリー俱樂部) – Charter #3037 dated: 21 January 1929 

(2) Mukden Rotary Club (奉天ロータリー俱樂部) – Charter #3116 dated: 11 April 1929 

(3) Harbin Rotary Club (哈爾濱ロータリー俱樂部) – Charter #3334 dated: 4 June 1930 

(4) Hsinking Rotary Club (新京ロータリー俱樂部) – Charter #3742 dated: 11 January 1935 

They were all members of the 70th District of Rotary International, of which the territory was 

compiled with the Japan proper, Manchuria, Chosen (Korea) (朝鮮), and the Island of Formosa 

(Taiwan) (臺灣).  However, these 4 clubs were all terminated on the same day of 31 December 1940, 

but the reason was not disclosed. 

This Rotary extension can be said as the result of the “Empire and Boosterism of the Tokyo 

Style”.  A sense of arrival pervades the Tokyo Rotary Club’s activities and speeches throughout the 

1920s as the Japanese clubs grew in reputation worldwide---and the Japanese Empire itself 

continued its expansion.  Members of the Chinese Rotary clubs, however, began complaining by 
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the early 1930s that the Japanese Rotarians were using their clubs in Manchuria and their control 

of the 70th District as a vehicle for expansion of the Japanese Empire into all of East Asia and the 

“South Seas”.  The Chinese Rotarians had good reason for concern. 

When Suzuma Suzuki (Classification “Linen Goods—Manufacturing”) spoke on his visit in 

Mukden (奉天) and Dairen (Dalian) (大連) in August 1929, he recounted the eagerness of fellow 

Japanese businessmen of those cities to establish their own Rotary clubs because, he explained to 

his Tokyo Rotary Club: “Manchuria is considered by the world as the richest treasure house, and all 

nations are making investigation concerning it.  The key to the hidden treasure is now held by our 

brother Rotarians in Dairen and Mukden, and they are anxiously waiting to show us the secret, so 

that we may all come back millionaires.  This is the best and probably the only opportunity we shall 

have for grabbling the treasure which all nations are looking for!” 

For Suzuki, time was the essence.  The future Rotarians of Manchuria could prove an 

invaluable resource for the expansion of Japanese economic interests in those key cities, so Suzuki 

formed the “on-to-Dairen-and-Mukden committee” that week as a way to drum up support for a 

joint business trip to those cities by Tokyo Rotarians.  Forming such a committee was standard 

procedure in Rotary’s brand of boosterism.  When the Dairen-Mukden Charter Night came to pass 

in early October 1929, 72 Rotarians and spouses from Tokyo arrived in the Dairen harbour and were 

greeted by “Rotary flags streaming upon the roof of the pier, and many members with ladies waiting 

to welcome us.”  At the celebration dinner itself, “the dining room was tastefully decorated with the 

flags of many nations and that of Rotary International.  Vice-President Ohdaira [of the new Dairen 

Rotary Club] … spoke of the phenomenal growth Rotary is making throughout the world” while the 

Club’s other Vice-President, Furusawa, told of “how the Club had been originally conceived and 

brought into existence through the kindness of Tom Sutton.”  Since Tom Sutton, Rotary 

International President 1928-1929, had given active support to the idea of establishing clubs in these 

cities while presiding over the Second Rotary Pacific Conference hosted by Tokyo in the fall of 1928, 

the boosterism of Suzuki, Ohdaira, and Furusaws carried the imprimatur of Rotary International’s 

highest officials. 

 
Delegates from Dairen and other Rotary clubs attend the charter night at Mukden.  The picture shows the delegates 

touring the older section of the city where the Imperial Ch’ing palaces and tombs remain as they were centuries ago. 
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The next day the entire group of Tokyo and Dairen Rotarians and spouses went to Port Arthur 

(Lǚshùn) (旅順) to be “shown the old battle ground” (where the Japanese destroyers shot the 

opening salvos of the Russo-Japanese war in 1904 with a surprise attack on the Russian fleet 

stationed there).  Many of the guests Rotarians then continued to visit Mukden “by way of a visit to 

the Iron Foundry in Anshan”, where the newly hatched Mukden Rotarians “at a signal from the 

Chairman, stood up and, forming a circle about the hall with flags and pennants in hand, ‘ringed’ 

around the seated guests singing Rotary songs in Japanese.” 

By their arrival to Harbin (哈爾濱), “the future commercial centre of the Far East”, it was 

becoming evident how little space there was between these Japanese Rotarians’ visions of trade 

expansion and the growing imperial ambitions of the Japanese Empire in Manchuria. 

Manchuria, however, was not the only land brimming with economic potential in the eyes of 

Japanese Rotarians.  Other than the Korean Peninsula, there were more explorations in the South 

China Sea islands. 

With Mayor Zenjirō Horikiri (堀切善次郎) becoming an Active Member of the Tokyo Rotary 

Club, the private service club continued down the path of blurring lines between the imperial state 

and the expanding industrial base of Japan at all levels.  The syncretism of Japanese nationalism 

and Rotary’s principles of “business morality” was rather tenable---only the admixture seemed 

much less neutral in practice than in theory.  Apart from Rotary International’s gentlemanly 

request that the Tokyo Rotarians remain apolitical, there were no logical or institutional guarantees 

that the lofty ideals of Rotary’s civic internationalism could not become handmaidens to Japanese 

imperialism. 

The first real test of the Japanese Rotarians’ devotion to Empire or to Rotary’s civic 

internationalism came in the aftermath of a small explosion close to railway line owned by the South 

Manchuria Railway on 18 September 1931.  Later dubbed the Mukden Incident, the explosion was 

blamed on Chinese dissidents by the Imperial Japanese Army, already based in Manchuria to defend 

the growing interests of the Japanese Empire.  The explosion became a cause belli for Japan, 

resulting in a full-scale invasion of Manchuria and, six months later, the creation of the puppet state 

known as Manchukuo.  

How would the Japanese and Chinese Rotarians respond to the incident?  Would their 

national allegiance trump their internationalist creed?  A clear answer came with the Tokyo Rotary 

Club’s publication in English of a booklet《The Manchurian Problem》in December 1931.  

 

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

  

To have a comprehensive picture about the State of Manchuria from the eyes of an American-

Rotarian, it is better to read the article《The Land of the Manchus》by Lilian Dow Davidson, on 

Pages 5-9, which was published on the August 1932 Issue of《The Rotarian》magazine.  Lilian was 

the wife of James W. Davidson (達飛聲/禮密臣), Honorary General Commissioner of Rotary 

International, who took couple of years in carrying out the Rotary extension mission in the Far East.  

This article was their impression after the visit to Manchuria.   
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*****     *****     *****     *****     *****     *****     ***** 

 

 

The Rotary Club of Dairen (大連ロータリー俱樂部) (大連扶輪社) 

 

The Japanese Territory Dairen  

 

Dairen, the spelling in Nippon language for “Dalian” (大連), is a major sea port located on the 

southern tip of the Liaodong Peninsula (遼東半島).  It is the southernmost city in both Liaoning 

Province (遼寧省) and the entire northeastern Chinese mainland. 
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In April 1895 the Ch’ing Empire conceded defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War (甲午戰爭/清

日戰爭), ceding Liaodong Peninsula, Taiwan and Penghu (臺灣、澎湖), and making many other 

concessions in the Treaty of Shimonoseki (17 April 1895) (馬關條約). 

During the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905, the Liaodong Peninsula became a major 

battleground.  The Treaty of Portsmouth (signed 5 September 1905) (樸茨茅斯條約) ceded Port 

Arthur (Lüshun) (旅順) to the Imperial Japan, which set up the Kwantung Leased Territory (關東

州), on roughly the southern half of present-day Dalian.  Japanese invested heavily in the region, 

which became the main trading port between Manchuria and Japan.  After control of the Liaodong 

Peninsula, the Japanese completed the Russian plan, developing a fine modern city and an efficient 

modern port.  By 1931 Dairen was a major Japanese port in the Chinese mainland, exceeded in its 

volume of trade only by Shanghai (上海).  Under the Japanese administration, Dairen became a 

major industrial centre.  A chemical industry was established, and the city also became a centre of 

cotton-textile production.  Since the completion of the South Manchuria Railway in 1901, it had 

been the Railway’s headquarters; huge railway workshops were built to supply locomotives, rolling 

stock, and equipment to the Railway and also to other rail lines in Korea and northern China.  In 

the 1930s the machine-building industry was further developed with the construction of a large plant 

belonging to the Dairen Machinery Company.  In addition, shipbuilding became important during 

that decade, and by 1941 the port was producing ships of 8,000 tons. 

Japan leased the area from Manchukuo after establishing that puppet state in 1932.  In 1937, 

as the Second Sino-Japanese War began, Japan enlarged and modernized the trade zone as two 

cities: Dairen in the north and Ryojun (旅順) (Lüshun or Port Arthur) in the south.  

 

Location of the sea port Dairen beyond the southern border of Manchuku 
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Birth of the Rotary Club 

 

The Rotary Club of Dairen, located in the city of Dairen, South Manchuria, Kwantung Leased 

Territory (under the Japanese regime), was organized on 21 November 1928, and was admitted to 

Rotary International on 21 January 1929, Charter No. 3037.  There were 23 charter members with 

22 ethnic Japanese.  Yōsuke Matsuoka (松岡洋右), General Manager and Vice-President of The 

South Manchuria Railway Co., Ltd. (南滿州鐵道株式會社理事、副總裁) (Classification – Railway 

Administration) was elected to serve as the first club president.  The Club met on every Thursday 

at 12:30 p.m. at Yamato Hotel (大和旅館), bilingually in Nippon and English languages. 

The Dairen Rotary Club became a member of the 70th District of Rotary International.  In his 

report dated 14 December 1928, District Governor Unekichi Yoneyama (米山梅吉) wrote:  

“The efforts to establish a club at Dairen for a year or so was ripen during the summer and the 

time to reap quickened by the Second Pacific Rotary Conference held in Tokyo.  It was arranged to 

send to the city Rotarian Shin Inouye as the Governor’s special representative.  In the later part of 

September he visited and surveyed Dairen accompanying Mr. I. B. Sutton, the President R. I., who 

brought about telling influences over the people interested in Rotary.  They talked over the matter 

with those prospective men: J. Yamamoto, Y. Matsuoka, R. Ishida and J. Furusawa.  Then 

Organizing Committees were elected: J. Furusawa as chairman, R. Ishida, Z. Hamarura, M. Kuroda 

and S. Tsuda making up the personnel.  The Organizing Meeting was held at Yamato Hotel Dairen 

on November 21st, with attendance of 16 men.” 

 

News Clipping 

 

As at 31 December 1937, the Dairen Rotary Club had a total membership of 59 men.  Excerpted 

below are some of the Club’s activities reported on《The Rotarian》magazine: 

 

February 1933 

Members of the Cub celebrated its fourth anniversary with a meeting at which all members of 

their families were present.  Suitable entertainment, including a magician, was provided for the 

children; while their elders had a program of their own which concluded with a dance. 

 

March 1934 

    An investigation has been carried on by the Rotary Club of Dairen in determine the extent of 

the relief work should be carried on in behalf of refugees.  The report will be submitted to civic 

authorities asking for their cooperation in providing suitable assistance. 

 

 



12 
  



13 
 

 

The Rotary Club of Mukden (奉天ロータリー俱樂部) (奉天扶輪社) 

 
Mukden (奉天府/盛京), the Manchu name of the city Shenyang (瀋陽), was the provincial 

capital of Fengtien Province (Liaoning Province) (奉天省) (遼寧省), and had been the largest city in 

Manchuria.  Mukden was the ancestral capital of the Manchu’s, who ruled the Ch’ing Empire from 

1644 to 1911.  The Japanese Empire occupied it in 1905 (after the Russo-Japanese War).  However 

after the fall of the Ch’ing Empire and by 1914 it was ruled by Chinese warlords and had reverted its 

ancient Chinese name: Shenyang.  But the city continued to be known as Mukden (or Moukden) in 

some English sources and in Japan through much of the first half of 20th century. 

In the early 20th century, Shenyang began expanding out of its old city walls.  The Shenyang 

Railway Station on the South Manchuria Railway and the Shenyang North Railway Station on the 

Jing-Feng Railway (京奉鐵路), both west of the old city, became the new commercial centers of 

Shenyang.  In the 1920s, Mukden was the capital of the warlord Chang Tso-lin (張作霖).  At the 

time, several factories were built by Chang to manufacture ammunition in the northern and eastern 

suburbs.  These factories laid the foundation for Shenyang’s industrial development. 

After the Mukden Incident on 18 September 1931, the Japanese further invaded and occupied 

the rest of Manchuria in northeast Chinese mainland, and created the puppet state of Manchoukuo.  

During the Manchoukuo era (1932–1945), the city was again called Mukden, and was developed by 

the Japanese into a center of heavy industry.  The Imperial Japan was able to exploit resources in 

Manchuria using the extensive network of railroads, such as, vast expanses of Manchurian forest 

were chopped down.  The development of Mukden was also unbalanced in this period---municipal 

facilities were mostly located in Japanese residential areas, while Chinese residential areas had poor 

living conditions.  Its original cultural heritage was allowed to retain while undergoing 

modernization.  In 1938 its population was of 772,000 mostly Chinese, with 90,600 Japanese and 

17,500 Koreans.  Mukden had become a leading Japanese industrial and commercial center in 

Manchukuo.   

 

Rotary Extension to Mukden 

 

    Shown on the next page is a picture in 1929 of the organizing committee of the Rotary Club at 

Mukden, the second to be organized in that State of Manchuria.  Thus Rotary continued its forward 

march in the Far East.  Here in the ancient seat of the Manchu Empire, with the tombs of the 

ancient rulers within the very confines of the city, came a modern institution which recokoned in 

terms of dynasties was born but yesterday, but having principles of universial, humantarian service, 

same of which were first voiced by Confucius. 
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The organizing committee of the Rotary Club of Mukden --- Left to right, seated, were: S. Takahashi, J. Suzuki, T. 

Sahara (Chairman), T. Amano, and T. Taketa.  J. Furusawa (standing) was the vice-president of the Rotary Club of 

Dairen, and acted as the special representative in the organization of the new club. 

 

Umekichi Yoneyama (米山梅吉), Governor of the 70th District, wrote to Chesley R. Perry, 

Rotary International Secretary on 8 January 1939 from Tokyo, Japan: 

“I venture to inform you we have quite a hope of organizing a club in Mukden, South Manchuria.  

It is not premature, I believe, to take step towards it, because inspired by the establishment of Rotary 

Club of Dairen several prominent businessmen in Mukden are now tendering to me their earnest 

desire to have one there also.  As you know, Mukden is the centre of Manchuria and its commercial, 

social, civic and educational conditions seem to be developed insomuch that they may affect success 

of a Rotary club and serve spreading the movements further.  I shall be very glad if you let me know 

of your intention by wire, on receipt of which I hope to act upon the matter immediately.” 

In addition, these facts about Mukden were also provided: 

(1) Population 336,411--- with 286,000 Chinese, 29,157 Korean, 19,524 Japanese, 1,730 Others 

(2) Consulates--- French Republic, British Empire, Japanese Empire, Weimar Republic and Nazi 

Germany, Kingdom of Italy, United States of America, Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

(USSR). 

(3) Banks--- Yokohama Specie Bank (橫濱正金銀行); Bank of Chosen (朝鮮銀行); Kung Tsi Bank of 

Fengtien (奉天公濟平市銭號); Seiryu Bank (正隆銀行); Bank of Manchuria (東三省銀行); etc. 

(4) Manufacturing Plants--- South Manchurian Sugar Mfg.; Mukden Linen Goods Mfg.; Man-Mo 

Woollen Goods Mfg.; Oriental Tobacco Mfg., etc. 

(5) Newspapers--- Political Gazette; Hoten Shimbun (奉天新聞); Hoten Nichi-Nichi Shimbun (奉天

日日新聞); Hoten Mainichi Shimbun (奉天毎日新聞), etc. 

(6) Churches & Temples--- English Christian Church; French Roman Catholic Church; Japanese 

Christian Church; Mission Chapel of Hongwanji Temple. 

(7) Schools--- Chinese: Law School, Military School, Normal School, Fengtien Middle School; 



15 
 

Japanese: South Manchuria Railway Company’s Medical College and Middle Schools, Girls’ High 

School for Japanese and Chinese, Fengtien Foreign Language School. 

(8) Hospitals--- The Japan Red Cross Society Hospital; South Manchuria Railway Hospital; Hospital 

of the United Free Church of Scotland. 

(9) Industries--- Industries generally have not yet so much developed as even to meet the local 

demands which have of late greatly increased both in variety and in quantity because of the recent 

rapid growth of population and the conspicuous progress in social and civic conditions of the 

native inhabitants. But they shall attain before long a high degree of development that the city 

may stand really as an important industrial centre.  In fact, it is a remarkable tendency that the 

investments by the Japanese and other foreign interests are steadily increasing and large factories 

are to be established. 

(10) Commerce--- Mukden is the greatest distribution centre for goods in the middle South 

Manchuria.  The chief exports are bean, bean-cakes, millet, wheat, rice, tobacco, hemp, drugs, 

and leathers.  Above all the city is the greatest market of the fur trade in Manchuria.  The chief 

imports are cotton cloth, cotton yarn, paper, kerosene, sugar, metal manufactures and 

miscellaneous goods.  The returns for 1926 show that goods transported from the Mukden 

Station amounted to 331,541 tons while those brought in totaled 1,510,190, together aggregating 

1,741,731 tons.  There are two chambers of commerce, one in the walled-city, and one in New 

Town. 

 

Approval from Rotary International 

 

On 6 February 1929, Chesley R. Perry replied: 

“We are enclosing confirmation of our cablegram of 5 February informing you that Mukden is 

approved for organization. 

Mukden is on the approved list of cities in which Rotary clubs may be organized and we know 

that we can trust your good judgment in organizing a club there.  We also know that if a club is 

organized at Mukden you will check over the charter list carefully to see that not more than three 

minor classifications appear under any one major classification. 

The classification terminology on all charter lists must be checked up before they are sent on to 

the Board for approval.  In the case of clubs near here it doesn’t mean so much delay in time to 

check up on an improperly written list, but in view of the distance separating us it would cause 

regrettable delay if any check-ups had to be made on lists.  That is why we appreciate so much the 

thorough work and the careful scrutiny of charter lists by governors of the more far-away districts.” 

    The provisional Rotary Club of Mukden submitted its “Application from Club for Membership” 

to Rotary International on 8 March 1929 together with a Charter Members list of 21 ethnic Japanese.  

Regular meetings would be held on every Saturday, 12:30 – 1:30 p.m. at Yamato Hotel, Mukden (奉

天大和旅館). 

On 20 March 1929, District Governor Umekichi Yoneyama wrote to Chesley R. Perry, Rotary 

International Secretary: 
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“While I am thanking you for your kind consideration to the application for membership of R. 

I. made by Mukden Club, I shall further be obliged if you will exert your personal effort so that the 

Board will charter the Mukden Club in an earliest opportunity. 

The reason of my so asking is that the newly born club wishes to present at the first district 

conference to be held at Kyoto on April 27th and 28th.  For my part I am also very desirous to 

include the said club as a member of the Rotary family in my district at the conference. 

The district conference is, by the way, duly prepared by me and the conference committee and 

I have every reason to believe that the first district conference will be successful one in every respect 

through Rotary principle. 

I am looking forward to receiving your cable advice stating that Mukden Club is chartered.” 

 

Sponsored by Tokyo Rotary Club, Japan, Mukden Rotary Club was admitted to Rotary 

International on 11 April 1929 with Charter #3116. 

 

News Clippings from《The Rotarian》magazine  

 

June 1930 

Masao Ohta, graduate of the Imperial University, Tokyo, Counsellor of the South Manchuria 

Railroad, and charter member of the Rotary Club of Mukden, is now on a tour that will take him 

around the world.  He attended the recent Third Rotary Pacific Conference in Sydney, and will 

represent his Club at the Chicago Convention in June. 

 

April 1931 

The youthful Mukden Rotary Club now has fifty members.  It recently took a leading role in 

the welcome to this city of the British economic mission. 

 

September 1934 

With the help of the Rotary clubs of Dairen and Harbin, Rotarians of Mukden obtained the 

consent of administrative and leading business firms of their country for the institution of daylight 

saving during the summer months. 

 

February 1939 

For a month last summer more than 200 children ate nourishing food, exercised under 

supervision, joined in songs and games, and did many other things of a health- and spirit-building 

caliber at a camp to which the Rotary Club of Mukden had generously contributed. 
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Mukden in 1935 -- Japanese citizens celebrating the 30th anniversary of victory in the Russo-Japanese War 1904-05 
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Mukden Railway Station 

 

 

Mukden street scene 
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The Rotary Club of Harbin (哈爾濱ロータリー俱樂部) (哈爾濱扶輪社) 

 
The city of Harbin (哈爾濱) owes its origin to the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway 

through Manchuria (Northeast China) by the Russians at the end of the 19th and the beginning of 

the 20th century.  Before 1896 Harbin was a small fishing village in Ch’ing Empire named “Alejin” 

(“Honour”; Harbin is derived from it) by the Juchen, the ancestors of the Manchu.  Thereafter it 

grew into the modern city became the construction centre for the railway, which by 1904 linked the 

Trans-Siberian Railroad from a point east of Lake Baikal in Siberia with the Russian port of 

Vladivostok on the Sea of Japan (East Sea).  

Polish engineer Adam Szydłowski drew plans for the city following the construction of the 

Chinese Eastern Railway, which the Russian Empire had financed.  The Russians selected Harbin 

as the base of their administration over this railway and the Chinese Eastern Railway Zone.  The 

city was intended as a showcase for Russian imperialism in Asia.  The buildings, boulevards, and 

parks were planned by distinguished Russian architects and also by Swiss and Italian town planners, 

giving the city a very European appearance. 

Starting in the late 19th century, a mass influx of Han Chinese (漢族) arrived in Manchuria, and 

taking advantage of the rich soils, founded farms that soon turned Manchuria into the “breadbasket 

of China” while others went to work in the mines and factories of Manchuria, which became one of 

the first regions of China to industrialize.  Harbin became one of the main points through which 

food and industrial products were shipped out of Manchuria.  A sign of Harbin's wealth was that a 

theater had established during its first decade. 

During the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905), Russia used Harbin as its base for military 

operations in Manchuria.  Following Russia’s defeat, its influence declined.  Several thousand 

nationals from 33 countries, including the United States, Germany, and France, moved to Harbin. 

Sixteen countries established consulates to serve their nationals, who established several hundred 

industrial, commercial and banking companies.  Churches were rebuilt for Russian Orthodox, 

Lutheran/German Protestant, and Polish Catholic Christians.  Chinese capitalists also established 

businesses, especially in brewing, food, and textiles.  Harbin became the economic hub of 

northeastern Ch’ing Empire and an international metropolis. 

After the Manchurian plague epidemic in 1910-1911, Harbin’s population continued to increase 

sharply, especially inside the Chinese Eastern Railway Zone.  In 1913 the second year of the 

Republican China, the Chinese Eastern Railway census showed total, 68,549 citizens of 53 

nationalities, speaking 45 languages.  Research shows that only 11.5% of all residents were born in 

Harbin.  By 1917, Harbin’s population exceeded 100,000, with over 40,000 of them being ethnic 

Russians.  After Russia’s Great October Socialist Revolution in November 1917, more than 100,000 
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defeated Russian White Guards and refugees retreated to Harbin, which became a major center of 

White Russian émigrés and the largest Russian enclave outside the Soviet Union.  The city had a 

Russian school system, as well as publishers of Russian-language newspapers and journals.  The 

Harbin Institute of Technology was established in 1920 as the Harbin Sino-Russian School for 

Industry to educate railway engineers via a Russian method of instruction.  

The Republic of China (中華民國) discontinued diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union in 

1920, leaving many Russians stateless.  The Chinese warlord the “Young Marshal” Chang Hsüeh-

liang (張學良) seized the Chinese Eastern Railway in 1929.  The Soviet military force quickly put an 

end to the crisis and forced the Nationalist Chinese to accept the restoration of joint Soviet-Chinese 

administration of the railway. 

Imperial Japan invaded Manchuria outright after the Mukden Incident in September 1931. 

After the Japanese captured Tsitsihar (Qiqihar) (齊齊哈爾) in the Jiangqiao Campaign (江橋抗戰), 

the Japanese army moved toward Harbin, closing in from the west and south.  Bombing and 

strafing by Japanese aircraft forced the Chinese army to retreat from Harbin.  Within a few hours, 

the Japanese occupation of Harbin was complete.  At the war's end in February 1932, the Japanese 

established the puppet state of Manchukuo (1932–1945).  During the period, Harbin was the 

largest city subordinated to Pinkiang Province (濱江省).  It was the site of a notorious Japanese 

biological warfare laboratory during World War II.  Soviet troops occupied the city in 1945, and a 

year later Chinese Communist forces took it over and from it directed their conquest of Northeast 

China.  

 

Opinions against Japanese Rotary extension to Harbin 

 

 
1930 – The first group photo of the Rotary Club of Harbin 
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The Rotary Club of Harbin was organized on 24 April 1930, and was admitted to Rotary 

International on 4 June 1930 with Charter No. 3334.  The 22 charter members were all ethnic 

Japanese.  It was the result of the Japanese Rotary extension and was the third Club established in 

the State of Manchuria on the Chinese soil.  There had been adverse opinions from the Chinese 

Rotarians. 

In 1930 after visits to Hong Kong (香港), Canton (廣州), and then Manila, James W. Davidson 

was expected to return to the United States, especially since income from membership dues for RI 

was decreasing thanks to the deepening of the Great Depression, and funding for the Davidsons’ trip 

was drying up.  By late summer, the Davidsons had both become acutely aware of the interest in 

their travels by so many in RI but also of the economic turmoil on a global scale and its vast 

consequences.  The Davidsons’ itinerary for their return home in the end might not include any 

time in Japan and China, where Jim had lived and worked so many years before as a US consular 

agent and war correspondent, and where Lilian had lived with her family before meeting Jim. 

But Jim had his own wealth to draw upon and his own reasons for travelling a few months 

longer in East Asia: the Japanese Rotary clubs had established branch clubs in the Manchurian cities 

of Dairen, Mukden, and Harbin.  The new clubs, however, spoke Japanese in their meetings and 

were formed with no attempt at inclusion of the Chinese business communities of those Chinese 

cities.  While in Southeast Asia, Jim assessed the situation fully: “I am astonished … that the 

Japanese have organized a Japanese club in Manchuria at Harbin.”  Jim understood that, from the 

Japanese Rotarians’ perspective, club growth was occurring within “their” 70th District as defined 

by RI: Japan, Chosen (Korea), and Manchuria.  And Jim personally knew its longtime district 

governor, the ubiquitous and formidable Umekichi Yoneyama of Tokyo, whose “territory is ‘South 

Manchuria’.  It would have been perhaps better to have confined him to Japan and Chosen, 

although I believe that the Club at Dairen should have been Japanese---it is largely a Japanese city 

and under their control.”  But Jim also knew the Chinese Rotarians and especially the city of 

Shanghai very well.  He anticipated the Chinese point of view and the potential diplomatic fallout 

not just for RI but also for Sino-Japanese relations: “Mukden, as you know, is the Chinese capital of 

Manchuria.  To organize a Japanese club there is as wrong as it would be to have only a Chinese 

club in Tokyo, and is likely to do all kinds of harm.  I fear we will be severely criticized for it.”  

Caught between both sides, Jim offered his services to RI: “Harbin is still further north.  I cannot 

possibly understand his starting a Japanese club there … I wonder if the Board would not authorize 

me to visit these points.  Any re-adjustment must be handled with the greatest tact, so as not to 

hurt the feelings of the Japanese.” Within a decade of Rotary’s introduction to Shanghai in 1919 

and Tokyo in 1920, Rotary International was becoming embroiled in regional tensions with a very 

long and complicated history. 

A reflection of the Japanese Empire’s expansionist policies into Manchuria, the all-Japanese 

clubs on Chinese soil were pushing the limits of RI’s civic internationalism.  The Rotarians (both 

Chinese and expatriate) in Shanghai, Peiping (北平), Tsingtao (青島), and several other key trade 

centers in the region made clear in RI’s internal debates a cascade of reasons for their fears.  One 

telegram from the Shanghai Rotary Club (上海扶輪社) to RI left no room for doubt:  
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[Shanghai Club learns with great concern Japanese forming Rotary Club in Harbin using 

Japanese Language All Charter Members Japanese Stop Ninetyfive Percent Population Harbin 

Chinese and Russian with latter universal language Strongly recommend granting charter be 

suspended pending arrival Davidson] 

 

Like Jim, the Rotarians in China could see the commercial and political repercussions rippling 

throughout all of East Asia. 

Could the “world fellowship” of RI help mitigate the growing presence of the Japanese Empire 

and its military in China?  Of all officers in RI, Jim Davidson was certainly best suit to the challenge.  

Given his own personal history with the Japanese government, his reputation among Japanese 

Rotarians, and his own fortuitous presence in the region, he decided to visit both the Chinese and 

Japanese Rotary clubs before returning to North America.  The final leg of Davidsons’ long journey, 

in other words, ran contrary to all prior efforts.  Rather than blazing a trail for new clubs in 

Southern and Southeastern Asia in happy fulfillment of RI’s dreams of forming a “golden chain” of 

Rotary clubs around the world, Jim was attempting to patch up Sino-Japanese tensions over the 

expansion of Rotary clubs into Manchuria.  RI had become a victim of its own early success in East 

Asia as “fellow” clubs, repositories for the upper echelons of diplomatic, political, and economic 

powers in both China and Japan, were clashing into one another---with no solution in sight. 

The Davidsons arrived in Shanghai in late January 1931 and began work immediately in quelling 

dissent among the ranks.  With a Wilsonian faith in the managerial prowess of all participants, Jim 

had every confidence that all could be worked out among reasonable, enlightened men from both 

sides of the issue.  In the Shanghai, Peiping, and Tientsin (天津) Rotary clubs, Jim heard the full 

list of complaints and concerns regarding Japanese expansionism.  His visits to Harbin and 

Mukden were quite opposite in tone, with an emphasis on fellowship rather than dissension.  His 

job in Manchuria was to make a firsthand survey rather than be pulled into the fray, to represent the 

seriousness of RI’s concerns and willingness to listen to all sides.  

 

 
1931 – James W. Davidson, RI’s Honorary General Commissioner (left 3) visited Harbin Rotary Club, Manchuria 
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The Davidsons finally wound up their entire tour of Asia where Jim had begun his own 

diplomatic career decades before: working with the Japanese to resolve tensions with China.  This 

time, however, Jim could not risk taking one side over the other.  He visited all the Japanese clubs 

except Nagoya in a tactful effort to rein in the Japanese Rotarians without offending their 

sensibilities.  It was a significant diplomatic challenge.  The Japanese Rotarians, especially the 

Tokyo Rotary Club, had become almost mythic in the world of Rotary as non-Western businessmen 

and professionals who had grasped the cooperative ethos of RI’s civic internationalism and made it 

all their own.  They were not accustomed to anything but praise from RI and Rotarians visiting 

Japanese clubs from abroad.  In the end, Jim’s proposal to RI had three parts: (1) expand the “70th 

District” to include all of northern China as well as Manchuria, Chosen, and Japan, thereby 

undermining the sense of “Japanese control” of the district forcing the Chinese clubs to deal with 

the Japanese more directly under the common institutional machinery of RI; (2) revoke the club 

charter for Harbin, since “the Club is just a mistake and a very unfortunate one”; and (3) create two 

separate Rotary clubs in Mukden, one for the Chinese, Russians, and other internationals and one 

for the Japanese. 

None of Jim’s proposals came to fruition.  Less than six months after the Davidsons’ return to 

Vancouver from Tokyo in late March 1931, the Mukden Incident occurred, marking the start of the 

Japanese military command’s transformation of Japanese foreign policy into an increasingly 

aggressive posture over the course of the 1930s.  Contrary to Jim’s suggestion, RI eventually craved 

out the 81st District for the Chinese Rotarians and supported them in their efforts to build into the 

interior of China while the clubs in Harbin and Mukden continued unabated as Japanese-dominated 

clubs. 

In the later years, Harbin Rotary Club carried on its membership growth by inviting other 

nationalities including Russians and Chinese.  As at 1 July 1936, the total membership increased to 

40 including the provincial governor and foreign diplomat. 

 

News clippings from《The Rotarian》magazine 

 

May 1938 --- 1,000 Yen for Wounded 

The sum of 1,000 Yen has been given by the Rotary Club of Harbin for the comfort of wounded 

soldiers. 

 

December 1938 -- Initiate Camp for Emigrants 

On the initiative of a member of the Rotary Club of Harbin, the Hargin Municipal 

Administration of Se He-Hoi and the Bureau of Emigrants have established a camp for children of 

Russian emigrants, many of whom are in great want.  Harbin Rotarians contributed funds for the 

camp’s maintenance. 
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1930 – Harbin Rotarians on a river cruise  

 

 

1930 – Harbin Rotarians and families having a picnic along the Sungari River (松花江) 
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1932 – Multi-national officers of Harbin Rotary Club: (standing L-R) Minsky, Haag, and T. Kawasumi (Secretary); 

(seated L-R) Oksakovsky, Gundsi, T. Takata (President), Baitelin, and Onoe. 

 

 

Harbin street scene during the Manchukuo era 
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The Rotary Club of Hsinking (新京ロータリー俱樂部) (新京扶輪社) 

 
On 10 March 1932 the capital of Manchukuo, was established in Changchun (長春)---originally 

a prefectural level city of the Kirin (Jilin) Province (吉林省) of the Republic of China.  The city was 

then renamed Hsinking (新京), literally “New Capital” on 13 March.  The Emperor Puyi resided in 

the Imperial Palace (帝宮) which is now the Museum of the Manchu State Imperial Palace (偽滿皇

宮博物院).  During the Manchukuo period, the region experienced harsh suppression, brutal 

warfare on the civilian population, forced conscription and labor and other Japanese sponsored 

government brutalities; at the same time a rapid industrialisation and militarisation took place.  

Hsinking was a well-planned city with broad avenues and modern public works.  The city 

underwent rapid expansion in both its economy and infrastructure.  Many of the buildings built 

during the Japanese colonial era still stand today, including those of the Eight Major Bureaus of 

Manchukuo (八大部) as well as the Headquarters of the Japanese Kwantung Army. 

Hsinking was the only direct-controlled municipality in Manchukuo after Harbin was 

incorporated into the jurisdiction of Pinkiang Province.  In March 1932, the Inspection Division of 

South Manchuria Railway started to draw up the Metropolitan Plan of Great Hsinking (大新京都市

計畫).  The Bureau of Capital Construction (國都建設局) which was directly under the control of 

State Council of Manchukuo was established to take complete responsibility of the formulation and 

the implementation of the plan.  Kuniaki Koiso (小磯國昭), the Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Army, 

and Yasuji Okamura (岡村寧次), the Vice-Chief-of-Staff, finalized the plan of a 200 km2 (77 sq mi) 

construction area.  The Metropolitan Plan of Great Hsinking was influenced by the renovation plan 

of Paris in the 19th century, the garden city movement, and theories of American cities’ planning 

and design in the 1920s.  The city development plan included extensive tree planting.  By 1934 

Hsinking was known as the Forest Capital with Jingyuetan Park (淨月潭公園) built, which is now 

China’s largest Plantation and a AAAA-rated recreational area. 

In accordance with the Metropolitan Plan of Great Hsinking, the area of publicly shared land 

(including the Imperial Palace, government offices, roads, parks and athletic grounds) in Hsinking 

was 47 km2 (18 sq mi), whilst the area of residential, commercial and industrial developments was 

planned to be 53 km2 (20 sq mi).  However, Hsinking’s population exceeded the prediction of 

500,000 by 1940.  As Hsinking’s city orientation was the administrative center and military 

commanding center, land for military use exceeded the originally planned figure of 9%, while only 

light manufacturing including packing industry, cigarette industry and paper-making had been 

developed during this period.  Japanese force also controlled Hsinking’s police system, instead of 

Manchukuo government.  Major officers of Hsinking police were all ethnic Japanese. 

The population of Hsinking also experienced rapid growth after being established as the capital 
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of Manchukuo.  According to the census in 1934 taken by the police agency, the city’s municipal 

area had 141,712 inhabitants.  By 1944 the city’s population had risen to 863,607, with 153,614 

Japanese settlers.  This population amount made Hsinking the third largest metropolitan city in 

Manchukuo after Mukden and Harbin, as the metropolitan mainly focused on military and political 

function. 

 

The Fourth and the last Rotary Club in the State 

 

On 8 December 1934, Shozo Murata (村田省蔵) of Osaka (Ocean Shipping), Governor of the 

70th District of Rotary International, sent this recommendation: 

“In consideration of the special standing of the city of Hsinking, the capital of Manchukuo, I 

have been looking for a long time the organization of a Rotary club in the capital.  The main object 

of my visit to Manchukuo in May this year was to stress upon the necessity of establishing a Rotary 

club in Hsinking.  Now it has come in reality and the Rotary club of Hsinking was duly organized 

on the 20th November by tireless efforts of the sponsor Mukden R. C. headed by Mr. Okuyama, the 

president of the club.  As you w ill see from the list of the charter members of the club, they are well 

selected both in the social standing and personality as Rotarians and I firmly believe that the club 

will be successful.” 

The first organizing meeting of the Club was held on 10 August 1934, and 21 out of the 29 

attended interested in the formation of a Rotary Club.  Since then 10 meetings had been held on 

Tuesdays until 27 November 1934 the list of 31 charter members of multi-nationalities was 

concluded.  The Club met on every Tuesday at 12:30 p.m. at the Yamato Hotel Hsinking.  On 11 

January 1935, Hsinking Rotary Club was admitted to Rotary International with Charter No. 3742. 

 

 
Hsinking Avenue (新京大同大街) in 1939 
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