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Kunming (昆明) was the capital city of Yun Nan Fu (雲南府) in the Republic of China (中華

民國).  Kunming played a major role during the World War II.  Before the Imperial Japan 

invaded the British Burma, the capital city of Yunnan was the terminus of the “Burma Road” that 

was used by the Great Britain to supply Chinese Nationalist forces.  After the fall of Burma to the 

Japanese, the Allied continued to supply Kunming by air.  Wujiaba (巫家壩), the former airport 

of Kunming, became a base of American and Chinese air forces, including the “Flying Tigers”, 

and the American volunteer group (飛虎隊--中國空軍美國志願大隊). 

Kunming was transformed into a modern city as a result of the outbreak of the Second Sino-

Japanese War in 1937 (and also the China Theatre of World War II since 1941) when the invading 

Japanese forces caused a great number of east-coast Chinese refugees, some of whom were 

wealthy, to flood into the southwest of China.  They brought with them dismantled industrial 

plants, which were then re-erected beyond the range of Japanese bombers.  In addition, a 

number of universities and institutes of higher education were evacuated there.  The increased 

trade and expertise quickly established Kunming as an industrial and manufacturing base for 

the wartime government in Chungking (Chongqing) (重慶). 

As the result of the Battle of Shanghai (淞滬會戰), Taiyuan (太原) and Nanking (Nanjing) 

(南京) were eventually lost.  And with the Battle of Wuhan (武漢會戰) in its death throes, China’s 

military forces and civilians retreated outside the reach of the Japanese military forces a year 

prior to the outbreak of the Second World War in Europe, with the relocation of the Chinese Air 

Force Academy from Jianqiao Airbase (筧橋空軍基地), Kunming’s Wujiaba Airbase was vastly 

expanded, becoming the new training hub for the battered but regrouped Chinese Air Force in 
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which Lieutenant General Claire Lee Chennault (陳納德中將) took command of cadet training 

duties in the summer of 1938.  During the Second World War the city of Kunming was prepared 

as a National Redoubt in case the temporary capital in Chungking fell, an elaborate system of 

caves to serve as offices, barracks and factories was prepared but never utilized. 

When the Japanese occupied French Indochina in 1940, the links between Kunming and 

the West grew increasingly vital as Allied forces provided essential support by importing 

materials from Burma.  By this time, Kunming acted as an Allied military command center, 

which grouped the Chinese, American, British and French forces together for operations in 

Southeast Asia.  The ‘Office of Strategic Services’ Service Unit Detachment 101 (predecessor to 

the 1st Special Forces Group) was also headquartered in Kunming and whose mission was to 

divert and disrupt Japanese combat operations in Burma. 

Later in the War, Kunming was targeted by the Imperial Japan’s Army Air Force during its 

bombing campaigns, and when the Burma Road was lost to the Japanese, the 1st American 

Volunteer Group, known as the “Flying Tigers”, used Kunming as a base in 1941 and 1942 to fly 

in supplies over the Himalayas from British bases in India in defiance of Japanese assaults. They 

also were tasked with defending China’s lifeline to the outside world, the Burma Road and the 

Ledo Road, which had Kunming as a northern terminus. 

 

The “Flying Tigers” 

 

Industry became important in Kunming during World War II.  The large state-owned 

Central Machine Works was transferred there from Hunan (湖南), while the manufacture of 

electrical products, copper, cement, steel, paper, and textiles expanded. 

Due to the political and military strategic situation of Kunming during the wartime, the city 

was always full of servicemen of the Allied Forces, and of course, no doubt, including many of 

the war correspondents.  《The Rotarian》magazine, received a piece of correspondence from 

an American war correspondent, Fred B. Barton, about his observations in the city of Kunming, 

as well as his attendance in the regular meeting of the Kunming Rotary Club (昆明扶輪社).  The 

report was then published on the magazine’s December 1944 Issue.  The 2 pages attached below 

herewith is the reprint of the said Kunming Correspondence: 

https://www.google.com.hk/url?sa=i&url=https://www.adamsmith.org/blog/flying-tigers-in-action&psig=AOvVaw16uOJmMnEa6o5J1TUxa17K&ust=1605166972615000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCLiPqrL_-ewCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
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Rotary news from Kunming, China, in summer 1943 

Fred Simms, Secretary of the Rotary Club of DeKalb, Illinois, U.S.A., has sent to Rotary 

International Secretariat the below attached letters from Jack and Captain John W. Watson, 

former active members at DeKalb, thought the information would be of use to the Secretariat. 

 

China - 17 July 1943 

An unusual experience was my privilege recently.  I attended a Rotary meeting in China.  

Thought enough of the affair that I prepared a brief memo, copy of which I enclose.  It is possible 

that Rotary International headquarters, would be interested because contacts between Chicago 

and China---under existing conditions is difficult if not possible.  It is an excellent Club with high 

class membership.   They are very much alive and have plenty of imagination, not at all unlike 

an American club. 

Perhaps Fred Simms will be good enough to send the memo to International Rotary and he 

can vouch for my membership and my present occupation and location in China.  Have also sent 

copy to Ella---want to make certain it gets through to you. 

Many of the American clubs do not have the outlook or the pep with this Club has.  High 

class membership makes Rotary progress whether in America or China. 

The kinds may be interested in Chinese writing which I enclose.  To find meeting place of 

the Rotary Club I inquired of an English speaking clerk in a bank.  He gave me the note, for said 

he, any one on the street will understand and properly direct you. 

The town is normally about 250,000 people but account of war conditions and Jap 

occupation has a population now of 500,000.  It is located in what the Chinese term the 

backward provinces. 

Can’t tell you much about my location and movements.  You no double have some idea of 

where we are.  Was for three weeks at another base.  A few hundred miles provides noticeable 

difference, in dialect, type of native, progressiveness, towns and countryside.  Lack of 

transportation and communication is one of the many large problems which the Chinese 

Government has to solve.  Hope the family is well. 

                                                                                                 Good wishes, 

                                                                                                                        (Signed) Jack 

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

         

An experience of unusual interest to me and one which every Rotarian would have enjoyed, 

was afforded recently when I attend the regular weekly meeting of the Kunming, China, Rotary 

Club.  One of three or four clubs continuing to function in China, since the Jap invasion, the 

Kunming Club is active, made up of high class personnel, meets 52 times yearly (at noon 
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Thursday at Banking Association Club Room), has plans for ladies night, conduct their meeting 

in same manner as a typical American Club.  Twenty-four members, 21 Chinese, 1 American, 1 

Englishman, 1 Hollander, comprise personnel of Club.  The president is L. C. King, native 

Chinese, graduate of M.I.T., manager of local Electric Utilities.  Secretary is George Ling, garage 

and service stations.  Chairman of Membership Committee is H. S. Chuck, representing Texas 

Oil Co.  Other occupations represented include bank manager, cotton mfr., dentist, architect, 

paper mfg., Postal Telegraph, Holland Consul, Y.M.C.A., Chem. Engineer, etc.  Majority of the 

Chinese members are graduates of American universities and speak English well. 

At dinner, conversation is carried on in English and the program following the meal was 

conducted in English.  One member of the Club had recently been in Calcutta, India, and he 

spoke to the members on life and customs of India.  The talk was interesting, was followed keenly 

and a few questions were directed to the speaker.  To a soldier, who had recently travelled 

through India and now is located in China, and who for the first time in his life is observing how 

the Orient lives, it was a talk of peculiar interest to hear a Chinese describe the civilization, life 

and problems of a neighboring country. 

The dinner, which by the cost 30 Chinese dollars, (the official exchange rate between 

American Money and Chinese Money is 20 to 1, Black Market currently give rate of 75 to 1 in 

exchange), was excellent and served in Chinese manner.  All sit on stools about a round table.  

Food is served in large bowls placed in center of table.  Each diner helps himself from large bowl, 

using a spoon to place food in small bowl set before him.  From then on chopsticks are the means 

of eating.  This business of eating with chopsticks is not acquired at one sitting.  The writer after 

3 or 4 experiences with chopsticks manages to do passively well.  It is an art.  Stewed chicken, 

stewed beef, stewed cabbage, stewed sausage, bamboo sprouts, rice, comprised the menu.  All 

very well cooked and quite palatable from the American view point. 

Majority of the Chinese smoke and a package of American cigarettes passed about, following 

the dinner, seemed to be favorably accepted as a token of international goodwill. 

The American member of the Club, Roger Arnold is from Liberty, Mo., a missionary 

associated with Chinese Y.M.C.A. and has been in China 20 years.  He is acquainted with Mel 

Kennedy of the Champaign Club and knows Mel’s son who presently is in this theatre serving 

with Friends Service Organization.  The Britisher, Sam Smith, is associated with Postal 

Telegraph, has been in China many years, a long time member of Rotary, and related to me 

details of the meeting at Hong Kong, when Paul Harris and Bob Hill addressed Chinese and other 

Asiatic Rotarians.  The Hollander, member of the Club is J. J. Wiering, Holland Consul in 

Kunming. 

Members told me how much it is regretted that THE ROTARIAN and other communications 

of International Rotary do not reach them now, account of Jap occupation and war conditions.  

This Club has strength and imagination, with good leadership.  It will carry on.  Always will be a 

credit to International Rotary. 

                                                                                       John W. Watson 

                                                                                             Captain, Air Corps.        15 July 1943 
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Kunming in 1943 
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The Rotary Club of Kunming 

Sponsored by the Rotary Club of Nanking (南京扶輪社) from the capital, the Rotary Club of 

Kunming (昆明扶輪社) was a member club of Rotary International, No. 4298, and in point of 

seniority came next to the Chinkiang Rotary Club (鎮江扶輪社), Kiangsu (Jiangsu) Province (江

蘇省).  Informally founded in December 1936 under the supervision of Governor Dr. Fong Foo-

Sec (鄺富灼博士), the 81st District of Rotary International, the Club was officially elected a 

member of Rotary International on 28 May 1937 with 34 charter members, as the 20th Rotary 

Club in the Republic of China.  The Club met every Thursday at 7 p.m. at Hsin Yah Restaurant. 

The officers were: 

(1) President – Yun T. Miao, Chairman, Yunnan Economic Council 

(2) Vice President – Dr. Alexander James Watson (華德生醫生), M.D., Superintendent, 

Church Missionary Society Hospital (大英傳教會惠滇醫院院長) 

(3) Secretary – Roger D. Arnold (安汝智 ), General Secretary, Young Men’s Christian 

Association, Kunming 

(4) Treasurer – T. H. Hoang, Manager, Wing Fung Bank 

(5) Sergeant-at-Arms – V. B. Molgaard, Yunnan Representative, British & Foreign Bible 

Society 

And the Board of Directors were: 

(1) President Yun T. Miao 

(2) Vice President Dr. Alexander James Watson 

(3) Secretary Roger D. Arnold 

(4) Treasurer T. H. Hoang 

(5) Chou Chia-Lee, Manager, Yunnan Provincial Telephone Company 

(6) Y. Ho (何瑤), President, University of Yunnan (雲南大學校長) 

(7) Y. H. Shiao, Manager, Yunnan Telegraph & Wireless Administration 

English was the lingua franca of the East and West, and this being a very international Club, 

its proceedings were conducted in that tongue.  While no definite principle was laid down, 

account was generally taken, in the election of directors and successive presidents, of the various 

national representations in the Club membership. 

An example of a small club doing a big job --- Show need for railway in summer 1939 --- 

Realizing the need for a railroad connecting Burma with southwestern Yunnan after a British 

Consul had spoken at a meeting, the Rotary Club of Kunming immediately started action on the 

matter, and, working through the Ministry of Communications, within six months saw actual 

construction of the railroad under way. 

Here is a piece of news clipping in December 1943 – [The Rotary Club of Kunming, China, 

meets every Thursday, holds occasional “ladies nights,” converses and conducts its programs in 

English, has 21 Chinese members, one America, one Englishman, one Netherlander.  Members 

sit on stools around a round table, serve themselves to stewed beef, stewed chicken, stewed 
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cabbage, stewed sausage, bamboo sprouts, all tastefully cooked, from large bowls in the center 

of the table, eat with chopsticks from small bowls.  And that’s only a shred of what Captain John 

W. Watson, of the U.S. Army Air Corps, saw and enjoyed on a delightful visit to this tenacious 

little Rotary Club in a war-boomed city of 500,000 far in China’s interior.  Captain Watson is a 

former active and now honorary member of the Rotary Club of DeKalb, Illinois, and prior to that 

was an active member of the Rotary Club of Champaign, Illinois.] 

February 1945 was the 40th Anniversary of Rotary International.  In Kunming, to celebrate 

the International Understanding, the Rotary Club held a special luncheon to entertain 50 

American servicemen who were stationing in Kunming.  International Service at work, as always, 

was in China! 

 

 

Many a poignant story of human kindness had come out of World War II, but few surpass 

this one related by Ralph E. Loper, a former Rotarian of Fall River, Massachusetts, U.S.A.  He 

was attending a meeting of the Rotary Club of Kunming one day in 1945 at which an American 

Army sergeant was present as a special guest.  The sergeant told how, about a year before, he saw 

a package thrown or dropped from a train passing his Army base.  He investigated and found 

that the package contained a live Chinese baby girl – with her throat cut.  The soldier rushed the 

child to his base, where a doctor closed the wound.  The sergeant took charge of the baby, and 

during the months that followed she became an attractive, healthy youngster.  Knowing that they 

were soon to be moved forward, the sergeant and his buddies raised a purse to provide for the 

child while in an orphanage.  He asked that the Kunming Rotary Club take charge of the fund 

and look out for the child.  Yes, the responsibility was accepted. 

In the year of 1948, some of the members moved to Taipei (臺北) of Taiwan (臺灣), and 

became the seeds of a new club – The Rotary Club of Taipei (臺北扶輪社) which was admitted to 

Rotary International on 6 October 1948.  One of them was Charter Secretary Roger D. Arnold 

who was transferred to serve the Young Men’s Christian Association in Taipei.  

Regrettably, the Rotary Club of Kunming was ultimately terminated on 21 December 1950 

due to unfavourable political and social environment under the Communist regime. 


