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The Birth of the Hong Kong Rotary Club in 1930 

By Herbert K. Lau (劉敬恒) (Rotary China Historian) 

20 February 2016 

 

 

It was 85 years ago when The Rotary Club of Hong Kong (香港扶輪社) was admitted to Rotary 

International on 20 February 1931.  Then it was a non-districted Club.  The Charter was delivered from 
the hands of the Hong Kong Governor Sir William Peel (香港總督貝璐爵士) since there was no Rotary 

International district governor available in the nearest territories.  Later in October 1935, the Club 
joined the 11 Rotary clubs in China and the other 3 in The Philippine Islands to form the 81st District 
of Rotary International. 

When Rotary International decided to extend to the Far East in the early 1910’s, the British Crown 
Colony Hong Kong located at the south China coast was the first goal, but neither Manila nor Shanghai.  
The story has to be dated back to June 1918.  In his annual report to the Board of Directors of 
International Association of Rotary Clubs, Secretary Chesley R. Perry wrote: “We have recently 
received words that the Rotary Club of Hong Kong, China, has been organized through the efforts of 
Mr. Coombes of Calcutta, who when in Chicago recently accepted the assignment to organize a Rotary 
Club in Calcutta.”  So, Hong Kong was the first prospect in Asia.  However, failure reports were received 
after several attempts not until the visit by Jim to Hong Kong in 1930 – the last goal of his Far East 
Rotary Extension Mission in two and a half years. 

The birth of the Rotary Club of Hong Kong was given by the voluntary mission of Rotarian “Jim” 
James Wheeler Davidson (禮密臣/達飛聲) of Calgary, Alberta, Canada, and was the 3rd Vice-President 

of Rotary International in 1926-1927, with the assistance of his wife Lillian and daughter Marjory.  Jim 
was an explorer, writer, United States diplomat, merchant and philanthropist.  He is remembered for
《The Island of Formosa, Past and Present》 (1903) on the history of Taiwan and also noted for greatly 

aiding the oriental network of Rotary in the capacity as “Honorary General Commissioner of Rotary 
International for Near and Far East”.   Here is his photo of travelling around the Southeast Asia in 1930: 

 

 James W. Davidson with daughter Marjory and wife Lillian 
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Invalided out of the service as the American Consul General in Shanghai, China, in 1905, Jim 
returned to the United States to convalescence, subsequently migrated to Canada once he had 
recovered.  Jim was an enthusiastic member of the Rotary Club in Calgary, and when Rotary wanted to 
extend its reach throughout the Mediterranean, Middle East, Southeast Asia and Australasia, he was 
the logical choice as envoy to the region because of his prior international experience.  He bridged the 
Rotary gap between the Caspian and the China Sea, travelled 25 countries establishing 20 plus Rotary 
clubs in Melbourne, Sydney, Wellington, Auckland, Athens, Cairo, Jerusalem, Bombay, Delhi, Madras, 
Colombo, Thayetmyo, Rangoon, Penang, Seremban, Kuala Lumpur, Ipoh, Singapore, Batavia (Jakarta), 
Bandoeng, Malang, Semarang, Medan, Klang, Malacca, Bangkok, and the last stop in Hong 
Kong.  Rotary International had given Jim US$8,000 to fund his extension mission; in the end, Jim 
also spent a quarter-million dollars of his own money.  Jim was well known as the “Marco Polo of 
Rotary”.  

In overcoming the previous experiences of failure by others, Jim’s first approach to each new 
country would be contact of the government officials for whom he had letters of introduction.  In many 
cases, these same gentlemen, convinced of the excellence of Rotary, would become members of the first 
small committee.  They would suggest names from the ruling, professional and business groups for Jim 
to interview.  Jim’s remarkable good-natured diplomacy brought together many persons from very 
diverse political, religious, business and cultural sectors.  For example, in Bangkok, two of the 
organizing committee were princes, one of whom became the first president of the Bangkok Rotary 
Club.  The more often Jim was told that it was impossible to bring all these different cultures and races 
together, the more determined he became.  One of his clubs had members from eight different races, 
and several new classifications had to be devised, such as one for “Malay chief”. 

 

Hong Kong 

Regarding the organization of the Rotary Club of Hong Kong, the story is better to be told by James 
W. Davidson in his own words written in 1932:  

“I am glad to reach Hong Kong because I would be approaching that part of the world in which I had 
lived thirteen years, nine of them in Formosa, across the way, although I had little hope of finding out 
here many whom I had known, for changes in this part of the world are very numerous. 

“Furthermore, I was looking forward with pleasure to the task of organizing a Rotary Club here.  There 
had been many previous efforts made to organize, all of which had failed.  I was convinced and still am 
that a Rotary Club can be started in any city with sufficient population providing one knows his Rotary 
and is in a position to spend the time necessary to do the work.  There is the occasional group who have 
become interested in Rotary through some favorable contact with Rotary elsewhere made by one of 
their number which will welcome anyone who will come along and help them, but it was not my good 
fortune to find such a situation in any of the larger cities. 

“Though working in an honorary capacity, I considered that it was my particular business at the time 
to organize the club regardless of opposition and I was not attempting it as some had done before me 
who were unable to give sufficient time to the task or whose primary object in the city was either 
business or sightseeing.  I approached the difficult problem in Hong Kong without any fears of failure.  
I was fortunate in the fact that the new Governor, Sir William Peel, had come to Hong Kong from Kuala 
Lumpur and that he had attended the official inauguration meeting there.  As he was seated next to me 
at this dinner meeting, I was able to tell him much about Rotary. 

“I had explained to Sir William that the gentlemen I wish to meet were such as would be representative 
of the official business and professional community and include representative Chinese.  For I believe 
the greatest service that Rotary can render in these Asiatic communities is that of developing friendship 
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among the different races and nationalities resident there, so often antagonistic toward each other, and 
I feel that if Rotary rendered no other service it would be well worth while. 

“Among the eight letters of introduction received from the Governor, three were to representative 
Chinese who stood high in the confidence of both the Chinese and European communities.  They very 
kindly volunteered to divide the Chinese list among them and to have a preliminary interview with 
prospective members.  Such of these as displayed interest were then brought together at one of the 
Chinese social clubs in groups of four to six.  I enjoyed those meetings very much.  They were a fine type 
of Chinese, cultured, advanced, and capable.  Nearly all spoke perfect English.  Many were university 
graduates, all very hospitable and interested in the ideals of Rotary, the primary object of which is a 
development of a better understanding and friendship among different nationalities.  The Chinese 
ladies were no less delighted and Mrs. Davidson, Marjory, and I were the recipients of hospitality from 
them which we appreciated very much. 

“Regardless of pleasant features, the organization of the Hong Kong Club was a difficult task, requiring 
a month’s stay which included two meetings of the board of directors following the organization.  The 
inaugural dinner was held on 8 December 1930, with over eighty present including guests.  All of the 
press were very kind in their efforts to help the movement, one of which in commenting upon the 
meeting stated that perhaps never before had there been brought together in Hong Kong a group 
representative of so many different vocations, officials, businessmen, educationalists, engineers, 
scientists, important men in their respective lines and representing both European and Chinese 
communities.” 

The inaugural dinner meeting of the Hong Kong Rotary Club was held on Tuesday, 8 December 
1930, at the Lane Crawford restaurant (The Café Wiseman) in the basement of the newly built Exchange 
House (aka Telephone House電話大樓), the center of industry and finance in Hong Kong.  The charter 

members included 79 of the leading citizens: 31 Chinese, 46 Americans and Europeans, 1 Indian and 1 
Japanese.  The Club was admitted to Rotary International on 20 February 1931.  Within the great 
Chinese region, Hong Kong Rotary Club remains today the oldest with more than 80 years of regular 
weekly meetings.  The Club is the home of most number of Rotary International officers, including vice-
president, director, administrative advisors, and district governors, and also the home of many knights 
bachelor bestowed by the British monarch. 

 

                  

Sir William Peel                                                 James Wheeler Davidson 
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Exchange Building, No.14, Des Voeux Road, Central District. 
Venue of the Inaugural Meeting of the Rotary Club of Hong Kong on 8 December 1930. 

 
 

 
Des Voeux Road Central in 1930 
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The first office bearers of the Rotary Club of Hong Kong 1930-1931 

President – Sir William Woodward Hornell, Kt., CIE, MA (康寧爵士) 

Vice President – Dr. The Honorable Ts’o Seen-Wan (議員曹善允博士), OBE, LLD, JP 

Joint Secretaries – (1) L. F. C. Bellamy 

                                   (2) Benjamin Wong-Tape (黃炳耀太平紳士), JP 

Treasurer – N. J. Perrin 

Directors – The Honorable Sir William Edward Leonard Shenton; Allan Cameron; Chau Yue-Teng (周

雨亭); J. M. Wong; Wong Kwong-Tin (黃廣田); Benjamin Wylie 

 

 

Sir William Woodward Hornell, Kt., CIE, MA (Oxon) (康寧爵士) was the third Vice-Chancellor of the 

University of Hong Kong (香港大學校長) from 1924 to 1937.  He was elected club president was, 

probably, because of the recommendation by his superior, Chancellor of the University – the Hong 
Kong Governor Sir William Peel. 

 

Dr. The Honorable Ts’o Seen-Wan (議員曹善允博士), OBE, HonLLD (HKU), JP, Hong Kong Legislative 

Councillor (香港立法局議員), was a distinguished lawyer and educationalist.  He was the co-founder of 

St. Stephen’s Boys’ College (聖士提反書院) and St. Stephen’s Girls’ College (聖士提反女子中學).  He 

was a founder of Munsang College (民生書院) and served as the College Council Chairman starting from 

1926 until his death.  S.W. was one of the committees in establishing the Hong Kong University in 1908, 
and served the University Council in his later life.  S.W. took great interest in medical work and has 
served in various ways with: Alice Memorial and Affiliated Hospitals, Maternity Hospital and Institute 
for Training of Nurses (雅麗氏紀念產科醫院、何妙齡醫院), Tsan Yuk Hospital (贊育醫院), the Chinese 

Public Dispensaries (華人公立醫局委員會), and Sanitary Board (潔淨局), etc. 

https://zh.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Dr_Tso_Seen_Wan.jpg
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The District Affiliation and Governors to The Rotary Club of Hong Kong 

 

(1) 1931-1932-1933  (non-Districted) 

When the Rotary Club of Hong Kong was admitted to Rotary International in February 1931, it was 
a non-districted Club.  The Club was directly supervised by the Secretariat of Rotary International in 
Chicago, U.S.A. 

(2) 1933-1934-1935  (non-Districted) 

In 1933-1934, until 30 September 1935, Ernest F. Harris (Shanghai) was appointed Honorary 
Commissioner (i.e. Special Representative today) to supervise clubs in the Republic of China, the 
British Crown Colony Hong Kong, and The Philippine Islands. 

(3) 1935-1936  (81st District) 

On 1 October 1935, The Rotary Club of Hong Kong became one of the 15 constituent clubs in 
forming the new 81st District of Rotary International.  The District Governor was Dr. Chengting 
Thomas Wang (王正廷博士) (Shanghai) (diplomat).   

 

The other 14 clubs were: 11 clubs from the Republic of China; and 3 clubs from the Philippine 
Islands (United States Protectorate): 

The Republic of China (中華民國) 

(1) Shanghai (上海); (2) Tientsin (天津); (3) Peiping (北平); (4) Canton (廣州); (5)Hangchow (杭州); (6) 

Tsingtao (青島); (7) Tsinan (濟南); (8) Foochow (福州); (9) Amoy (廈門); (10) Hankow (漢口); (11) 

Nanking (南京). 

The Philippine Islands 

(1) Manila; (2) Cebu; (3) Iloilo 

(4) 1936-1937  (81st District) 

At the Rotary year beginning, the District Governor was Dr. Chengting T. Wang (王正廷博士).  But 

he resigned on 1 August from Rotary International because of mission to U.S.A. as Ambassador of the 
Republic of China.  Dr. Fong Foo-Sec (鄺富灼博士) (Shanghai) (Educationist, R.I. Director 1933-1934) 

was appointed to fill up the vacancy. 

 

http://www.google.com.hk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj677ykxdzRAhWCyrwKHZhKCrMQjRwIBw&url=http://tupian.baike.com/a0_45_81_05300001062059134845810368243_jpg.html%26prd%3Dso_tupian&psig=AFQjCNGXSrsbFl_ZEHepfZbG1obIk_Xa7g&ust=1485407746107794
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(5) 1937-1938  (96th District) 

The Rotary Club of Hong Kong became a member of the 96th District. 

Commencing 1 July 1937, to cater for the future Rotary China development, 3 new districts were 
created for China: 

96th District -- China [that portion including the provinces of Fukien (Fujian) 福建 , Kwangtung 

(Guangdong) 廣東, Kwangsi (Guangxi) 廣西, Kweichow (Guizhou) 貴州, Yunnan雲南]; and  

Hong Kong香港; Macao澳門;The Philippine Islands.  

97th District -- China [that portion including the provinces of Kiangsu (Jiangsu) 江蘇 , Chekiang 

(Zhejiang) 浙江, Anhwei (Anhui) 安徽, Hupei (Hubei) 湖北, Szechwan (Sichuan) 四川, Kiangsi (Jiangxi) 

江西, and Hunan湖南]  

98th District -- China [that portion including the provinces of Hopei (Hebei) 河北, Shantung (Shandong) 

山東, Shansi (Shanxi) 山西, Kansu (Gansu) 甘肅, Shensi (Shaanxi) 陝西, and Honan (Henan) 河南]   

District 96-97-98 Governor (3 in 1) was Dr. Fong Foo-Sec (鄺富灼博士) (Shanghai)   

(6) 1938-1939  (96th District) 

The Philippine Islands was allotted back to the 81st District.  Governor for the 96th District (South 
China) was Dr. James McClure Henry (香雅各博士) (Canton) (Educationist – Lingnan University). 

(7) 1939-1940-1941  (96th District) 

District 96 Governor: Dr. James McClure Henry (香雅各博士) (Canton) 

(8) 1941-1942  (96th District) 

The governors in districts 96, 97, 98 (China and Hong Kong) were not functioning in territories 
occupied by the Japanese forces because of the Pacific War.  Past District 97 Governor Tan Wei-Hseuh 
(譚偉學) (Shanghai), served as the governors’ representative for the 5 clubs (Chungking 重慶; Chengtu 

成都; Changsha長沙; Sian西安; Hong Kong 香港) in the unoccupied part of China. 

(9) 1942-1943-1944-1945-1946  (96th District) 

No governors were elected from the 3 districts due to the Pacific War.  Dr. Chengting Thomas Wang 
(王正廷博士) (Chungking) was appointed Administrative Adviser for China to keep in touch with those 

functioning clubs in various provinces. 

(10) 1946-1947  (96th District) 

Dr. Chengting Thomas Wang (王正廷博士) (Chungking) (Rotary International Director 1944-

1946 / 2nd Vice President 1945-1946) served as Governor for Districts 96-97-98. 

(11) 1947-1948  (96th District) 

District 96 Governor: Dr. Li Shu-Fan (李樹芬醫生) (Hong Kong) (Medical Service), the first Hong 

Kong Rotarian served as Rotary International officer. 

Hong Kong Rotary Club was the first time host of District Conference. 
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(12) 1948-1949  (96th District) 

District 96 Governor: HUANG Kuang (黃光) (Canton) 

(13) 1949-1950  (57th District) 

Many districts had been dissolved during the World War II.  Commencing 1 July 1949, Rotary 
International decided to re-organize and to re-number all districts.  The 3 districts in China were re-
numbered from Districts 96, 97, 98 to Districts 57, 58, 59. 

District 57 Governor: George Ernest Marden (馬頓) (Hong Kong) (Tug & Tow Service) 

(Shanghai Rotary Club President 1928-1929).  He moved to Hong Kong after the World War II. 

 

(14) 1950-1951  (57th District)  

District 57 Governor: Pedro Guimaraes Lobato (Macau) 

 

 

http://www.google.com.hk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiAkvb3xdzRAhWBgLwKHUfXDGMQjRwIBw&url=http://www.hksh.org.hk/zh-hk/about-us/li-shu-fan-medical-foundation&psig=AFQjCNFJThjNOqm-tzCoeheUi2cuDz1tpg&ust=1485407932755633


9 
 

(15) 1951-1960  (non-Districted)  

Due to conditions unfavorable in China, Rotary International dissolved the 3 Rotary districts 57, 
58, 59 effective 1 July 1951.  Later, all remaining Rotary clubs in China mainland were terminated in 
January 1952.  Any remaining Rotary clubs in Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macao were considered as non-
districted clubs.  Rotary International President appointed an Administrative Advisor for China to 
supervise these clubs and to extend new clubs within these 3 territories.  During this decade, 4 members 
of the Hong Kong Rotary Club had served such appointment in some of the years, respectively:  

(1) Dr. Chengting Thomas Wang (王正廷博士); (2) George Ernest Marden; (3) Dr. Arthur W. Woo (胡

惠德醫生); (4) Kenneth Fung Ping-Fan (馮秉芬); (5) Dr. Tseung Fat-Im (蔣法賢醫生). 

(16) 1960-1961  (District 345) 

Petitions for district initiated by Taipei Rotary Club (臺北扶輪社) continuously over the last 3 years, 

Rotary International accepted and decided to create a new District 345 for the 19 clubs located in 
Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macao, effective 1 July 1960. 

District 345 Governor: Kwo Keh-Ti (郭克悌) (Taipei) (Educationist)  

(17) 1961-1962  (District 345) 

District 345 Governor: Kenneth Fung Ping-Fan (馮秉芬) (Hong Kong) (Banking) 

(Hong Kong Rotary Club President 1949-1950)  The first Hong Kong Rotarian served as Governor of 
this District composed of Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Macao. 

 

(18) Since 1991 onward  (District 3450) 

Commencing 1 July 1991, all Rotary districts are to be identified with a 4-digit number system.  
This was initially accomplished by adding a zero at the end of each current District number.  Since then, 
District 345 was changed to District 3450 until today. 

 

 

https://www.google.com.hk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjQufz-yNzRAhWENJQKHYejBKYQjRwIBw&url=https://zh.wikipedia.org/wiki/%E9%A6%AE%E7%A7%89%E8%8A%AC&psig=AFQjCNGfjUWx8aRcN4J7BvML5ClYoSFa0Q&ust=1485408753712045
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1930 --- Aerial view of the Victoria Harbour, Hong Kong. 
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