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Hong Kong Rotarian Sir Robert Hormus Kotewall

Senior Chinese Unofficial Member of the Executive Council
By Herbert K. Lau (¥]#=2) (Rotary China Historian)
15 July 2015

Dr. The Honourable Sir Robert Hormus Kotewall ( % ‘@ & -+ ), Kt, CMG, HonLLD
(HKU), JP (14 February 1880 - 23 May 1949), was Charter Member of the Rotary Club of
Hong Kong (% % +* #:4+) since 1931, Classification “Business Promotion Service”, during the
early decades before the Club was disbanded after the Imperial Japan’s occupation years due
to outbreak of the Pacific War in 1941. He was a prominent Chinese-Parsee civil servant,
businessman and legislator who represented the Chinese community at that time.

oy
Proudto be { a Rotarian

Kotewall was the son of Chinese mother Cheung A-Cheung and Hormusjee Rustomjee
Kotewall, an Indian Parsee merchant who came to the British Crown Colony Hong Kong in
the mid-19th century. He was educated at the Diocesan Boys’ School (¥ % % % [x) and
Queen’s College (# i= 2% [x). Forced to leave school in order to support his family after his
father died, Kotewall began work at the age of 16 as a junior clerk in the Police Department
after obtaining first place in a competitive examination. He rose quickly in the Government,
often filling positions previously held only by Europeans, including first clerk in the Colonial
Secretariat, first clerk of the Magistracy, and acting chief clerk of the Government Service.
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Commercial and Social Services

Kotewall left government service in 1916 to set up a firm trading in imported textiles and
paper. This firm, R. H. Kotewall & Co., flourished, and he became the director of several
other companies, including Wo Shing, Chinese Estates, Hong Kong Telephone, Nanyang
Brothers Tobacco, China Provident Loan and Mortgage, Hongkong and Yaumati Ferry, Shui
On Wing & Co., China Motor Bus, and Kowloon Motor Bus, etc.

In community affairs, he played active roles in the Society for the Protection of Children,
the St John’s Ambulance Association, the Chinese Chamber of Commerce, and the Aberdeen
Industrial School, which he co-founded.

Kotewall strived to improve relations between Europeans and Chinese. He was a co-
founder of the League of Nations Society, the League of Fellowship (1921), which sought to
“promote good fellowship within the Colony, irrespective of race, class and creed”, and, with
Bella Southorn, the Women'’s International Club. He also served on the Tung Wah Hospital
Advisory Board, Po Leung Kuk Committee, District Watch Committee, Housing Commission,
and the Chinese Public Dispensaries Committee, etc.

Political Career

Kotewall had a long political career, beginning with his appointment in 1923 as acting
unofficial member of the Legislative Council. Although colonial officials often insisted that
Eurasians and other mixed-race persons were despised by the ‘pure’ Chinese and thus not
suitable for positions in the two colonial councils, Kotewall appears to have been widely
respected by Hong Kong’s different communities.

Kotewall was appointed by Hong Kong Governor Sir Reginald Edward Stubbs (% i 374
7 & 3% & 1) an Unofficial Member of the Legislative Council, commencing 28 March 1923.
He carried on to serve three consecutive terms until 3 October 1935.

In the Executive Council, Kotewall’s fellow Rotarian Sir Shouson Chow (% & § & 21 )was
the Senior Chinese Unofficial Member. During Chow’s 7 times of leave absence during the
years between October 1929 and November 1935, Kotewall was appointed by the Governor to
vice temporarily Chow’s seat on the Council. Sir Shouson Chow was finally retired from the
Council on 8 July 1936. To succeed the seat of Senior Chinese Unofficial Member, Kotewall
was appointed by Governor Sir Andrew Caldecott (4%75-#%4g, # & L) commencing 9 July 1936
until 25 December 1941 (outbreak of the Hong Kong Battle against the Imperial Japan’s
invasion followed by three years and eight months of Japanese occupation).

In 1923 Kotewall served on a committee to investigate the opium monopoly in Hong
Kong, an important source of government revenue. Faced with criticism from the United
States in 1923 for not abolishing colonial opium monopolies, in compliance with the
provisions of the 1912 Hague Convention, the Colonial Office had asked governors of Britain’s
South-East Asian colonies to form investigative committees. The committee concluded that
abolishing the monopoly was not feasible.



Kotewall especially distinguished himself during the 1925-26 strike-boycott (4 & ~ § 1
/4% % = % 1), when he and Sir Shouson Chow helped the Government prevent the strike from
crippling Hong Kong’s economy. A gifted orator, Kotewall presented a plan for a trade loan
of £3 million from the British Government in order to weather the storm. As the loan helped
keeping the Colony from going under, Kotewall’s speech calling for the loan became known
in the Hong Kong press as the “£3 million Speech”. Kotewall was invited later to accompany
Governor Sir Cecil Clementi (£ =~ %& & 21 ) to negotiate with the Canton officials who were
mostly friends of him and the visit was very successful.

He and Chow led an intensive propaganda campaign against what they considered the
“Bolshevik threat”. They formed the Counter-Propaganda Bureau, which put up posters and
distributed leaflets encouraging the population to resist the strikers, and the {Kung Sheung
YatPo) (literally Industrial and Commercial Daily News) (1 7 p 3F), a counter-propaganda
newspaper circulated in Hong Kong and among overseas Chinese. Despite some concerns
in the Colonial Office, they also persuaded the Hong Kong Government to establish the
Labour Protection Bureau (1 % 23+ ¢ ), a secret organization formed to protect labourers
from intimidation, and to launch a counter-attack against intimidators. The two convinced
the Tung Wah Hospital Committee to raise HK$50,000 for the warlord, Ngai Pon-Ping (. =%
'), to lead a coup against the Canton regime. Kotewall’s life was threatened during the
strike, as was his son’s.

Educational and Cultural Services

Although Kotewall took great pride in having accomplished so much without having a
college diploma, he was deeply committed to scholarship and learning. He maintained a
large library of Chinese and English-language works in his home, and was a member of the
Court of the University of Hong Kong (4 i& ~ £ #& & ¢ ), from which he received an honorary
doctorate degree of laws in 1926. Kotewall also helped to establish the Fung Ping Shan
Chinese Library (/5 - ., ¥ <~ ®] Z 4) in the University of Hong Kong by persuading Mr. Fung
Ping-Shan (/5 - 1), who was close friend and business associate of him, to make donations.

Over a number of years he worked with Colonial Secretary Norman Lockhart Smith (#
7z ¢ #) on translations of Chinese poetry, selecting what they liked from 600 BC to the
early 20th century; the selection was published by Penguin in 1962. Fully bicultural and
bilingual, he believed in the value of the Chinese classics in maintaining social harmony.
During the strike-boycott of 1925-26, for example, he recommended that more emphasis in
schools be placed Confucianism as an antidote to the revolutionary nationalism engulfing
China. The prominent intellectual Hu Shih (#* :# ), who visited Hong Kong shortly after the
strike-boycott, was impressed by how Kotewall and other local community leaders were eager
to help the colonial government improve the teaching of Chinese studies, but was
disappointed by their conservative approach to Chinese studies.



Serious suspicion as “quisling and collaborator”

During the Imperial Japan’s occupation of Hong Kong in 1941-1945, Kotewall served first
on the interim Rehabilitation Advisory Committee and then on the Chinese Representative
Council and Chinese Cooperative Council, the two councils established by the Japanese for
managing the Chinese population. In January 1942, as chair of the Rehabilitation Advisory
Committee, he urged the Japanese not to raise tram fares and rates on water and electricity.
Some of the Europeans interned in Hong Kong during the war later criticized Kotewall and
other local leaders for being too compliant with the Japanese, while some Nationalist Chinese
wanted them tried and executed for treason. Particular attention was drawn to a luncheon
held by Lieutenant General Sakai Takashi (/F}* £) in January 1942 at the Peninsula Hotel
(&£ & iFY*), where Kotewall praised the Japanese forces and wished their emperor “banzai”
(# #). In February 1942 Kotewall and Shouson Chow presided at a ceremony to welcome
Isogai Rensuke (# # & 4 ), whose distribution of rice Kotewall compared to the “gesture of a
father towards his children”. On Christmas Day 1943 Kotewall gave a radio broadcast in
honour of the second anniversary of the Japanese occupation. However, by 1944, as it
became clear that the Japanese were losing the war, Kotewall and other local leaders began
to avoid their duties on the two Chinese councils, and Kotewall withdrew from public life,
citing poor health. Shortly after the Imperial Japan surrendered in August 1945, he and
Chow began to work with the Japanese towards a smooth return to British rule.

Kotewall always maintained that he was innocent of any wrongdoing. He insisted that
he had helped to stop four “dangerous and troublesome” proposals made by local Chinese
sympathetic to the Japanese: a goodwill mission to Japan sponsored by the two Chinese
councils, a gift of two warplanes to Japan by the Chinese community of Hong Kong, a mass
demonstration against Allied bombings, and a campaign to advocate peace between China
and Japan. He also claimed to have helped prevent a “wholesale massacre” of the local
British population during the Japanese invasion in December 1941. In late 1945 three
colonial officials (Roland Arthur Charles North, Secretary for Chinese Affairs (& = gci% # 7%
& w%) and former Acting Governor; John Alexander Fraser, Secretary for Defense (1 fe & i#
74 & ); and Sir Chaloner Grenville Alabaster, Attorney General (&< & 4k i & 1)) testified
that they had met secretly with Kotewall and Chow shortly before the fall of Hong Kong,
requesting the two to cooperate with the Japanese to protect the interests of the Chinese
community. Still, in October 1945 Kotewall was asked by Rear Admiral Cecil Harcourt (%
# % #-% &) to withdraw from public life until his wartime record could be fully cleared. He
was barred from attending meetings of the interim military government’s new Chinese
Advisory Council.

The Colonial Office eventually decided that Kotewall had been acting in the Colony’s best
interests. He was exonerated in spring 1946 of any pro-Japanese activities, and later
received letters of appreciation from North, Harcourt and Governor Sir Mark Young (1§ & %
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& 21 ). As Harcourt wrote in a confidential letter, “your directions were to stand by the
Chinese community, even though this might involve the appearance of co-operation with the
Japanese”. In spite of that, Kotewall’s health deteriorated tremendously after the trial.
Final Years
Nevertheless, when the colonial civil government was restored in May 1946, Kotewall
resigned from the Executive Council, ostensibly for health reasons. He never returned to
public life, and died on 23 May 1949 of heart failure. Kotewall first married a Chinese
women whose name was Grace Hung in 1901. He re-married in 1907 to Edith Lowcock who
was the daughter of English Businessman Henry W. Lowcock. They had eight daughters
and one son.
Honours
(1) 1926 — Conferred the Degree of Doctor of Laws honoris causa by the University of Hong
Kong
(2) 1927 — Decorated Companion of the Most Distinguished Order of Saint Michael and Saint
George (CMG) by George V, King of the United Kingdom and the British Dominions, and
Emperor of India
(3) 1938 — Invested Knight Bachelor by George VI, King of the United Kingdom and the
Dominions of the British Commonwealth
(4) Kotewall Road (“B#kif ) -- The road was named after Sir Robert Hormus Kotewall, a
prominent who built the road in the 1910s.
Kotewall Collection — The University of Hong Kong
This collection comprises over 2,200 items including letters, reports, manuscripts,
speeches, news clippings, photos and artifacts documenting the life and work of Sir Robert
Hormus Kotewall (®-g#k) and and his daughter, Dr. Bobbie Kotewall (%43). It covers
topics of General Strike during 1925-1926, Japanese Occupation, public services and HKU-
related occasions. Others are materials about private lives involving autobiography, diaries
and private library’s collections.
Format : 13 linear feet of shelf space (8 boxes).
Dates : 1895-1996
Kotewall Collection — Hong Kong Public Libraries
The Collection comprises over 16,300 volumes of books in English and Chinese with wide
and varied subject coverage, many of which are now virtually unobtainable. They include
thread-sewn books on Chinese classics and books in English on Chinese history and literature.
Location: Central Reference Library, 9/F of Hong Kong Central Library
Type: Reference Material, available for public use in the library
Introduction:
Sir Robert Kotewall was a prominent figure in the Hong Kong community in the first half
of the twentieth century. His untiring efforts in promoting education and community affairs
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are well remembered. He was a well-read man and had built up a valuable collection of
Chinese and English books. The book collection of Sir Robert Kotewall was bequeathed to
the Hong Kong Government in 1957 and was housed in the City Hall Public Library for public
use in 1962. A special fund was established by members of the Kotewall family to maintain
and further strengthen the collection. The collection was subsequently transferred to the
Hong Kong Central Reference Library for public use in 2001.

KHFKK HKXXKXKX KHXXX KK KKXX HKHXKXKX

H # K 2

THE UNIVERSITY OF HONG KONG

Congregation 1926

Robert Hormus KOTEWALL
Doctor of Laws honoris causa

The Vice-Chancellor Sir William W. Hornell (& L), Kt, CIE, MA(Oxon), wrote and

delivered the following citation:

Mr. Robert Hormus Kotewall was educated at Queen’s College and the Diocesan Boys’
School, Hong Kong. He entered Government Service in 1896 after winning the first place in
a competitive examination. As a civil servant he was given posts which were always held
before and have ever since been held by Britishers, viz: Chief Clerk in the Colonial Secretary’s
Office, First Clerk in the Magistracy (a post usually held by men of legal training) and
officiating Justice of the Peace. Mr. Kotewall’s exploits in the soul-destroying pursuit of
budget preparation were such as to attract the attention of H.M.’s Secretary of State for the
Colonies. Mr. Kotewall has always taken an interest in education, especially vernacular
education. He is a member of the Court and Council of the University, a University honorary
examiner in Chinese, president of the University Football Club and a Patron of a Roving
Troop of Boy Scouts. He translated His Excellency’s Latin University Anthem into Chinese
verses of such erudition that it is said that no one but His Excellency can understand them.

A lover of books, Mr. Kotewall has a fine library of Chinese and English authors. He has
written on “Forestry” and “Government” and is the author of two Chinese plays, one of which
was performed on the occasion of the recent visit of H.R.H. the Prince of Wales. Now a
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director of companies and a harassed man of business (most business men appear to be
harassed now-a-days; I can’ think why. If they have nothing to do, why not do it gracefully?),
Mr. Kotewall somehow finds time not only to serve the public with a devotion which is literally
amazing, but also to attend to the troubles of his friends. And I doubt whether there is any
one in the Colony who has more friends than Mr. Kotewall. To all of us in the University,
whether teachers or students, Mr. Kotewall has ever been a friend, who has never failed us in
the hours of our respective needs. And all this has been done, and done without ostentation,
in the midst of domestic anxieties before which the most public-spirited of men might
reasonably have succumbed. In welcoming Mr. Kotewall into the goodly fellowship of
honorary graduates, I cannot refrain from quoting what Dr. Johnson wrote of his friend,
Henry Thrale the brewer:

“Simple, open, and uniform in his manners,
His conduct was without either art or affectation.
In the senate steadily attentive to the interests of his king and country.
He looked down with contempt on the clamours of the multitude:
Though engaged in very extensive business,
He found some time to apply to polite literature:
And was ever ready to assist his friends labouring under any difficulties,
With his advice, his influence, and his purse.
To his friends, acquaintances, and guests,
He behaved with such sweetness of manners as to attach them all to his person:
So happy in his conversation with them as to please all, thee”

KKKKkX HKHXXXX KHKXKX¥ KKKKk* HKHKXXX

b4 &Y 4 FIE ek ORRR
Sir Robert H. Kotewall statue and Kotewall Collections locate in the Hong Kong Central Library
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