Journalist Wilfred Victor Pennell, OBE

Former Tientsin Rotarian served Hong Kong Rotary Club as President 1954-55
By Herbert K. Lau (¥]#=c2) (Rotary China Historian)
15 November 2015

According to the archives of the Rotary Club of Hong Kong (3 /& #* #:4+), Wilfred Victor
Pennell (7§ % 4%), OBE (1892-1977) was its President in 1954-1955.

Prior to that, Wilfred was already an experienced Rotarian in Tientsin (Tianjin) (% =
of the Republic of China (¥ # = K]). He joined the Rotary Club of Tientsin (% 23 #4+) in
1925 as an Additional Active Member (34 #3884+ Ji ) with the Classification “Newspaper
Editing” when was then the Associate Editor of {( Peking and Tientsin Times) (3. i~ :I*x g1 4R),
He joined the newspaper in 1916 as the assistant to Henry George Wandesforde Woodhead
(114% 7% ) (Tientsin Rotary Club President 1924-1925). Nickname “Shiner” in the Club, he
served as Director from 1926 to 1931 concurrently to chair the publicity committee. Reporting
such Rotary activities in the Tientsin community, in the April 1926 Issue of { The Rotarian)
magazine, Rotarian “Shiner” told the readers around the Rotary World on what the Club was
providing service to the Tientsin boys, both of the local Chinese natives and the residents
from overseas countries. Wilfred succeeded Woodhead as the newspaper Editor in 1930,
and later also served Tientsin Rotary Club as President in 1931-1932.

After moved to the British Crown Colony Hong Kong in the early 1950s and served the

(South China Morning Post) , Wilfred joined the Hong Kong Rotary Club. Again, in the
December 1960 Issue of { The Rotarian) magazine, Rotarian “Shiner” told the global readers

of the Rotary World how the Hong Kong Rotarians action on refugee relief:

“In Hong Kong, where the problem of the refugee is being met largely by resettlement,
Rotary clubs work with many refugee agencies. As W. V. Pennell, a Past President of the
Rotary Club of Hong Kong, puts it: “Rotarians are in the vanguard of refugee work here, and
some idea of the magnitude of the effort required may be gleaned from the fact that there are
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no fewer than 78 organizations linked with the Council of Social Service ... ... The amount of
voluntary relief work done in the Colony is immense---it simply has to be.”

Beginning with the establishment of a holiday camp at Silvermine Bay, to which
thousands of refugee children come every year, the Hong Kong Club has to its credit many
major improvements in facilities for the million refugees in its midst. It built quarters for
nurses and midwives at a settlement in Chai Wan, furnished a motor van for disseminating
health information, and recently approved the financing of a refugee community center near
Sai Kung, on the eastern side of the Kowloon peninsula. Emphasizing the enormity of the
problem, Rotarian Pennell says, “Six walk now where but one moved before.”

Sy
Proud to be 130 a Rotarian

Wilfred Victor Pennell was born in Yeovil, Somerset, England, in 1892, the eldest of the
four children of Albert James Pennell (1870-1910) and Clara Annie née Mooney, known as
Annie (1870-1932). Wilfred’s siblings, all born in Yeovil, were Dora May (1893-2938),
Stanley Albert (1895-1968), Ralph Edwin (1898-1935) and Lily Edith (1902-1985).

The 1901 census recorded the family at 4 Newton Road. Albert gave his occupation as
a domestic groom (in 1891 he had given his occupation as a mason’s labourer) and both he
and Annie were aged 30, while the children ranged in age from Wilfred, 12, to Ralph, 3.

Raised on Eastland Road, Wilfred attended Pen Mill School, where his natural talent for
writing and English became apparent. By the age of sixteen, he used these skills to begin a
career in journalism, joining the reporting team at the { Western Gazette ) in Sherborne Road.

By the time of the 1911 census, Wilfred’s father had died and Wilfred was living with his
mother and siblings at 26 Queen Street. Nineteen-year-old Wilfred gave his occupation as
a reporter, Dora was a glover, Stanley was a printer’s reader, Ralph was a gloving labourer
and 9-year-old Lily was a scholar.

Beyond journalism, football was Wilfred’s second passion. He started his playing
career as a striker for St. Michael’s Football Club, then moved on to Pen Mill before joining
Yeovil Casuals at eighteen. He made his debut against Paulton Rovers in October 1910 and
quickly made an impact, scoring 12 goals in 22 appearances in his first season, often finding
the net alongside the legendary Johnny Hayward. After a couple of seasons playing in front
of the Pen Mill crowd, Wilfred received a job offer in Chelmsford as a journalist, and he
relocated, playing for Chelmsford City.

Certainly by 1916, Wilfred was living in Tientsin, Republic of China, with his Ukrainian
wife Markovna Lubov née Panchosnik, known as Luba (b 14 January 1896, Ukraine), where
their daughter was born - Marjorie Nadia (b 4 November 1918, Tientsin, China - d 10
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December 2012, Queensland, Australia). Two more children were to follow; Alen (b 1921)
and Audrey (b 1927).

Wilfred was then the Associate Editor of the (Peking and Tientsin Times) . He joined
the newspaper in 1916 as the assistant to Henry George Wandesforde Woodhead---who was
also the Tientsin Rotary Club Charter Member 1923 and later President in 1924-1925.
Pennell succeeded Woodhead as Editor in 1930.

The family were to return to England as “intermediate class” passengers aboard the
Fulda, arriving on 24 March 1935 at Dover, having departed from Yokohama, Japan. Their
proposed England address being 56 Turney Road, West Dulwich, London SE21. At this time,
Wilfred was aged 43, Luba was 38, Marjorie was 17, Alen was 14 and Audrey was 8. Wilfred’s
occupation was listed as a journalist, Luba’s as a housewife, while the children were all listed
as students.

A few years later, Wilfred’s career took a significant turn when he accepted a lucrative
job offerin Hong Kong. There, he served as the sub-editor of the { Hong Kong Daily Press )
(3% #] @ 3F) and later became (The Times) Asian correspondent for East Asia, all while
continuing to play with the Hong Kong Football Club.

However, the outbreak of the Pacific War in December 1941 dramatically changed his life.
The British Crown Colony Hong Kong was invaded and occupied by the Imperial Japan’s
military forces for three years and eight months. Wilfred and his wife, Luba, were captured
and interned by the Japanese, enduring horrific conditions. It is not known what happened
to their children. Eventually, through a diplomatic agreement, they were freed and allowed
to return to the United Kingdom.

The War Cabinet then redirected Wilfred’s talents; he was swiftly sent to India, where he
became the voice of the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) for the region, broadcasting
daily war bulletins across Asia in both English and Cantonese, his second language.

After he moved to Hong Kong again and joined the (South China Morning Post) ( & #
% 38 ) , Wilfed served Hong Kong Rotary Club as President in 1954-1955. He was author of
some books including: (The Threat of a Third Revolution in China) (1930) ; (A History of
the Hong Kong General Chamber of Commerce 1861-1961) (1961).

For his “public service in Hong Kong”, Wilfred was appointed Officer of the Most
Excellent Order of the British Empire (OBE) in January 1964 by Queen Elizabeth II. In his
later years, Wilfred retired to Spain.

In 1974, at the age of 82, Wilfred penned a semi-autobiographical book titled A Lifetime
with the Chinese) . This book remains an important source of information for academics
studying life in pre-war Hong Kong.

Wilfred Victor Pennell passed away in Spain in 1977 at the age of 86. He was a Yeovil
lad who led an extraordinary life but, to Yeovil fans, he was a Glover who wore the green and
white shirt with pride. Even in his old age, his playing days at Yeovil remained a clear
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memory, a testament to his enduring connection to the club despite his many remarkable
achievements.

Some books by Wilfred Victor Pennell
(The threat of a third revolution in China) (Tientsin Press, Limited, 1930)
(Pioneer Days in Tientsin) (Tientsin Press, Limited, 1931)
(Tientsin, North China, the Port, its History, and Rotary Club activities ) (% 2% # &) (1934)
{Annual Report 1960 of the Hong Kong General Chamber of Commerce) (1960)
(History of the Hong Kong General Chamber of Commerce 1861-1961) (1961)
(A Lifetime with the Chinese) (Hong Kong 1974)
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