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Admiral Tsai Ting-Kan--The First Chinese Rotary Club President in History

By Herbert K. Lau (¥]#=2) (Rotary China Historian)
1 July 2014

Admiral Tsai Ting-Kan — £Fi£i7 5 4 7 #

The First Chinese Rotary Club President in History

After the establishment of Shanghai Rotary Club (_F /% #* #4+) in 1919, followed by Tientsin
Rotary Club (= 24 #4+) in 1923, a group of outstanding persons in Peking (Beijing) (#* ».)
gathered together on Thursday, 27 July 1923, and to discuss the formation of the third Rotary
Club in Peking, the Republican China’s capital. Initially, around 30 persons joined in a regular
luncheon fellowship called [The Thursday Tiffin Club]. Until 30 June 1924, finally 22 persons
dedicated to join the world service organization of Rotary, and submitted the membership
application of Peking Rotary Club (#* % #* #4+) to Rotary International (see page 9). On 30
August 1924, Rotary International approved the membership with the Charter No. 1814 granted.
Amongst these 22 charter members, there were 8 Chinese, 11 Americans, 2 Britons and 1
Australian. The charter president was a Chinese -- Admiral Tsai Ting-Kan (&5 /s & ¢ #)
(Classification: Customs Administration), Director-General of Customs Revenue Council,
Beiyang Government Administration. Though both of the Shanghai and Tientsin Rotary clubs
were formed earlier but they did not have any Chinese served Club President before August 1924.
Hence, Admiral Tsai Ting-Kan became “The first Chinese in history to serve as a Rotary Club
President”. There was his brief introduction published in (The Rotarian) Magazine, Issue
January 1927, Page 15: “Rotarians in the Public Eye”.


http://memoire.digilib.sh.cn/SHNH/photo/tupian_big.jsp?fileId=11&rowId=6237

Education and Qualifications

Tsai Ting-Kan (1861-1935), ethnic Cantonese, was born in 1861 in Heung Shan County,
Kwangtung Province (now: in the portion of Zhuhai City, Guangdong Province) of the Ch’ing
Empire ;B A& & % & ' Fr4 . 5%). Hereceived his early education in his home district schools.
Thereafter he attended the Chinese Educational Mission School, at Shanghai, organized by Dr.
Yung Wing (% P 1). After Tsai graduated from the preparatory school in 1872, at age of 12,
he was selected as one of the 30 students to continue studies in the United States of America,
firstly in English language school at Greater Hartford, Connecticut. From 1878 to 1881, he
studied successively at New Britain High School, New Britain, and the Columbia College, New
York. While in the United States, he with Tong Yuen-Chan (2 =~ %) (later the first Chinese
Rotarian of Shanghai Rotary Club in 1919) was sent to work in the machine shops in Lowell,
Massachusetts. Because of the danger of working amongst the moving machinery, both of the
lads were given special permission to cut off their pigtails.

After eight years of study, together with the other students, Tsai was recalled to home
country. In 1881-1884, he joined the torpedo school at Dagukou (+ i+ r ) Naval Yard, Tientsin
(Tianjin) (= %), instructed in torpedo management and torpedo boats by foreign instructor
Major Mannix. From 1882 onward Tsai also studied electrical engineering, mining, and
surveying under American and French instructors. Later he studied navigation and seamanship
under British officers at Weihaiwei (= ;3 %) and at Port Arthur (Liishunkou) (%< g v ).

Navy Commander and Statesman

After finishing his study, Tsai participated in the war with France as a petty officer in the
Fujian Fleet, and then he was transferred to the Beiyang Fleet to be on active service. In the
Ch’ing Empire Navy, he was appointed Lieutenant with 5th Class Naval honors and assigned to
Beiyang Squadron in 1884.

August 1887 — March 1888 : as Commander of a torpedo boat built at Yarrow Shipbuilders Ltd.,
London, accompanied a fleet of four English- and German-built steel cruisers from the English
Channel to China to join the Beiyang Fleet;

1888 : commissioned Junior Lieutenant in navy; 1889 : Acting Senior Lieutenant;
1891 : given command of a torpedo boat, and assigned to patrol duty;

1892 : rank of Commander, awarded Peacock Feather on headgear, attached to torpedo boat
squadron at Port Arthur.

He was first made captain of a torpedo boat, and later given command of a flotilla of torpedo
boats, at Port Arthur; and during the First Sino-Japanese War (¥ = # <) (1894-1895) he took
part in the engagements off Port Arthur, Yalu, and Weihaiwei. At the beginning of 1895, he was
captured in the Sino-Japanese War, and was later imprisoned in Osaka, Japan. In 1901, after he
was dismissed, Tsai was recommended by Viceroy of Chihli, Yuan Shih-Kai (£ 4 % 35 % & ),
and entered the services of Yuan, commanded torpedo boat squadron at Weihaiwei (Wethat
Garrison or Port Edward).



In 1911, Tsai was appointed Chief of the Naval Administration Department in Navy Board,
with the rank of Rear Admiral in the Ch’ing Empire Navy.

After the Xinhai Revolution 1911 (¥ % & ¢ ) with the establishment of the Republic of China
(¥ # % |), in December of the same year, he was made Expectant Metropolitan Officer of the
Third Rank, with Brevet Second Rank.

Tsai was closely aligned with Yuan Shih-Kai for a long time in the changing political arena
of the times. In February 1912, soon after Yuan Shih-Kai officially became the first Chinese
Republic President, Tsai was appointed, by Presidential Mandate, High Councillor of Military
Affairs; and, by a similar mandate, he was made a Vice-Admiral, Deputy Commander of the Navy.
Concurrently, Tsai was appointed as Aide-de-Camp to the Grand President and Deputy
Ceremonial Master of the Presidential Palace.

By Presidential Mandate, in 1913, Tsai was appointed Director of the Salt Gabelle. In
September, he was appointed Assistant Director of the Revenue Council. In May 1914, he was
made Assistant Grand Master of Ceremonies in the Presidential Office, concurrently as Chief
English Secretary to Grand President Yuan, handling all foreign matters.

But over time, Tsai became increasingly disgusted with Yuan’s perfidious actions which led
Yuan to be crowned Emperor again. After Yuan’s death in June 1916, Tsai was retired by the
new Beiyang Government. But in May 1918, he was appointed Chairman of the China Tariff
Revision Commission, and was appointed again Assistant Grand Master of Ceremony by Grand
President Hsu Shih-Chang (i & & * %.5%).

Because of his fluent English and abundant international knowledge, Tsai served as the
Assistant Director of the Repatriation Bureau for Enemy Subjects, in 1919. In the same year, he
was appointed Vice-President of the Red Cross Society of China. In 1920, he served as a member,
and later treasurer, of the International Famine Relief Association, in Peking.

In 1921-1922 winter, Tsai attended the Washington Conference as Tariff Advisor to the
China’s Delegation. This Conference was practically carried out by the American and Chinese
Rotarian statesmen -- a significant international and political disarmament conference of the
early 20th Century. The Conference convener was the United States President Warren G.
Harding who was a Rotarian of the Rotary Club of Washington D. C. On the other hand, there
was Shanghai Rotarian Dr. V. K. Wellington Koo (£g 4512 1 ) being one of the plenipotentiaries
of China’s delegation. Due to the participation of such a remarkable political conference by
Rotarians, ( The Rotarian ) magazine invited a guest writer George W. Harris to give his
observations which was then published on the March 1922 Issue.

In February 1922, Tsai was appointed Chairman of the China Tariff Revision Commission,
and concurrently, Director General of Customs Revenue Council, Beiyang Government
Administration. In 1925, Tsai’s favorable reputation in both the Chinese and foreign
communities made him acceptable to serve as one of the 3 commissioners to investigate on the
May Thirtieth Incident (7 + % %) in which Shanghai police fired upon and killed Chinese

protestors. One of the other commissioners was Dr. Chengting T. Wang (2 i z&4% 2 ) who later
became Rotary International 2nd Vice-President in 1945-1946.



In July 1926, Tsai was appointed Foreign Affairs Minister by Beiyang Government Premier
Tu Hsi-Kuei (4 473%). However, he resigned soon in October. In May 1927, a financial crisis
occurred in the Beiyang Government Administration. Tsai resigned the post of Director-General
of Customs Revenue Council and then retreated to Dalian (+ :# ) for seclusion, withdrawing from
politics forever in his private life. Tsai left Dalian in 1931. Then he went back to Peiping (# )
(formerly Peking) and settled there.

The First Chinese to translate Classical Chinese Poems into English

Tsai was the first to translate classical Chinese poems into English independently and to
publish them in the United States.

Tsai had attained distinguished achievements in both civil administration and military
affairs, and was, at that time, a well-known admiral who possessed literary grace. In his later
years, he was invited from time to time to teach Chinese literature in Tsinghua University (i %
~+ #) and Yenching University (i » * &) as a visiting professor, and he was engrossed in the
English translation and annotation of classical Chinese literature in his spare time. His book in
English (A Synthetic Study of Lao Tzu’s Tao-Te-Ching) (# 3% #i1% 3 i 1€ %), has remained
a bestseller in the United States to this day. In addition to the unfinished English versions of

(Notes of the Yuewei Hermitage) (B #c¥k ¥ 4 3:z) and (Selected Articles from a Dream of
Red Mansion) (=#% i% % ), his (Chinese Poems in English Rhyme) (& ¥ 3% k), published
by the Chicago University Press, U.S.A., in September 1932, further established Tsai’s reputation
as the first native Chinese intellectual to translate classical Chinese poems into English
independently.

The book (Chinese Poems in English Rhyme) has a Chinese title given by Tsai himself as
(B ##F®&3p) , literally meaning “Tang Poems in English Rhymes,” which caused confusion
among later generations, who mistook this book for the English translation of Tang Poetry only.
In fact, the word “Tangshi” (2 ##) in the Chinese title refers to Chinese poems in general, instead
of those of the Tang Dynasty precisely. The character “Tang” (# ) stands in place as a pronoun
for “China” in modern Chinese, just as “Chinatown” could be “Tang’ren Jie” (2 * i, Streets of
Tang people) and “Chinese people” could be “Tang’ren” (2 * , people of Tang). All poems
translated in this book were selected from the anthology (+ %3¥) (Poems by 1,000 Masters) .

As a military commander and by virtue of his self-confidence and love of his own cultural
background, Tsai presented to the English-speaking world more of the “true colors” of classical
Chinese poetry. His work provided a different perspective for English readers who did not know
any of Chinese but were eager to learn classical Chinese poetry. He brought English readers the
native interpretation of Tang poetry as a frame of reference, so that they could learn to appreciate
fully its charm through contrast and comparison.

Tsai also ended the long absence of native Chinese in the process of introducing Tang poetry
in English. He and his work proved that the absence was not because native Chinese intellectuals
failed to remember the artistic charm of Tang poetry — which lasted for a dozen of centuries — or
did not believe that it could go beyond cultural and national boundaries. They were confined by
historical conditions. Once this limitation was surpassed, Chinese scholars demonstrated that
they were competent enough and were possessed of a sufficiently high degree of consciousness



of cross-cultural communication, to be able to introduce the essence of their national culture to
the rest of the world.

Decorations of Honor
Republic of China (conferred by the Beiyang Administration)
1913 : Order of Merit, 4th Class
May 1912 : Order of Golden Grain, 2nd Class
October 1917 : Order of Precious Brilliant Golden Grain, 2nd Class
May 1918 : Order of Precious Brilliant Golden Grain, Grand Cordon 2nd Class
1919 : Order of Golden Grain, Grand Cordon 1st Class
Order of the Striped Tiger, 1st Class
1920 : Order of Precious Brilliant Golden Grain, Grand Cordon 1st Class
October 1922 : Order of Merit, 3rd Class
Order of Brilliant Star, 2nd Class
Republic of France
French Legion of Honor
Imperial Germany

Order of the Crown (Prussia)
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The pre-publication draft of (Chinese Poems in English Rhyme ) shows plenty of Tsai's proof-reading,
editorial, screening marks, and even re-translation of the entire poem.


https://www.google.com.hk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiPtK_9iOLcAhWK-mEKHbpLATsQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.abebooks.com/first-edition/Chinese-Poems-English-Rhyme-Admiral-Tsai/22667729136/bd&psig=AOvVaw19TKC8F0pClXsbmvGcD_pe&ust=1533976229096508
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Tsai Ting-Kan wrote the self-introduction to (Biographies of Prominent Chinese ) by A. R. Burt, J. B. Powell &
Carl Crow, editors (Shanghai: Biographical Publishing Company Inc., c.1925)
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http://www.thechinastory.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Screen-Shot-2015-07-06-at-11.24.44-am.png

19211922 7 F 45 g % 7 P2k 2 B @ FFegdp () fofdrig (2) (BB L& Z X 2R AL ZHEALf ) -
1921-1922 Washington Naval Conference Chinese Delegates: Tsai Ting-Kan (left) and M. T. Liang (right) who
was later an Honorary Rotarian of Tientsin Rotary Club.
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Calligraphy and Manuscript by Tsai Ting-Ka
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APPLICATION FROM CLUB FOR MEMBERS

© To the Sécretary,k Rotary International, Chicago, U. 8. A0
Rotary Club of . PEKING ..o of {xBmatwnt  CHINA
having been duly organized on. Exma:'eﬁ e 1924 owith BB
charter members, each representing a different classification . of whom a roster Ii
hereto attached, now applies for membership in - : :
ROTARY INTERNATIONAL

in aceordance with the provisions of Artiele 4 of the Constitution of Rotarj‘ International

“and the following understandings and agreements:

1. It is agreeil that no additional members will be elected until this club has recei :
* charter. It is agreed that thereafter this elib will steadily though carefully add to -

- its membership, but that during the first year of its existence not to exceed three new
members shall he introduced into the club during any colendar month. 1t is-agreed that =
during the same period this club will not establish any classification, not included in
Rotary’s ““Standard Outline of Classifications,”” unless wi i
by the Distriet Governor. =

2. Attached hereto is a copy of our eonstitution and by-laws, duly certified. It is under-
stood and agreed-that no change in, or amendment to, the club’s constitution herewith -
submitted, nor any amendment to the elub’s by-laws which will eonflict with the econ-
stitution of the elub or with the constitution and by-laws of Rotary International; will .
be made without first submitting same to the Sceretary of Rotary International for
approval by its-hoard of directors. ‘ ' e : :

. A remittance of $100.00, covering the charter fee, is attached hereto in accofdaﬁe:e
with the provisions of Article I; Section 2, of the by-laws of Rotary International,

. Upon notice of our admission to such membership we will execute and deliver to yon a
ratification of the constitution and by-laws of Rotary International and we will remit
for our members payment of their subseriptionsto ' THE ROTARTAN," as provided
therein. S

5. The present officers and directors are: Directors. v e
Pres. Agmiral Psai Ting-kan Admirel Tsei Ting-Kan
V.P. €. R. Bennatt ' C. Rt Bennett e

- Sec’y. 3. 3. Young B. G. Clarke
Treas. Yen Te-Ching , . 8. 3. Young

- S.at ATTH. C, Faxon : H. C. Faxon
6. Regular weelds meetings ave held: S ‘mlg&m Arnold
Day— 1st and 3rd Thursdays © 3. 6. King
Hour— 12:45 p.m. ' :
Place— Yiagonic Temple
- rated Julyg.11 ...1924 Rotary Club of _Peking.

Attest:
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Admiral Tsai Ting-Kan, Minister of Foreign Affairs and Director-General of the Revenue Council,
received part of his education in the U.S.A. in the early seventies; saw much active service in the
Chino-Japanese War of 1894; was the Senior Commissioner of the inquiry into Shanghai
shootings in 1925; was first president of Peking Rotary.
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My bed was radiant with a shining light
Which I, in wonder, took for frost so bright
With upraised head the shining moon I spied
With drooping head I thought of home and sighed.
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