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On the page of “Rotarians in the News” of ( The Rotarian) magazine, Issue April 1950,
there is a photo with such caption: “Angus Ward (center), former Consul General and Rotarian
in Mukden, China, reports to President Truman. Now an honorary Rotarian in Allegan, Mich.,
he was imprisoned when Mukden was captured by the Communists and later released.
Secretary of State Dean Acheson listens.”

Angus Ward (center), former Consul General and Rotarian in Mukden, China, reports to Presi-
dent Truman. Now an honorary Rotarian in Allegan, Mich,, he was imprisoned when Mukden
was captured by the Communists and later released. Secretary of State Dean Acheson listens.

But, there is no more information given by the Magazine on what had been happened on
Rotarian Angus Ward and why he was “imprisoned” by the Chinese Communist, for how long
and in what conditions before he was released. Since it was happened in China, it is better for
the Rotary China Historian to tell the story.

The Rotary Club of Mukden, Republic of China, was re-organized on 12 February 1948,
admitted to Rotary International on March 31st, and was later renamed as Shenyang Rotary Club
(7% M= % #42). But it was very short life that was eventually terminated on 21 December 1950.



Angus Ivan Ward (#4g,) was an Active Member of Shenyang Rotary Club in 1948 when he
was the United States Consul General in Shenyang (/% %), capital city of Liaoning Province (&
% 4 ), Republic of China (* # % ). Mukden (% % ) was the Manchu name of the city.

Seven decades ago, Chinese communist troops held the staff and families of the U.S.
Consulate General in Shenyang hostage for over a year. While the event attracted little popular
attention in the United States, in China it became an important event in the revolution as the
communists claimed they had discovered “a big American spy ring” engaged “in a plot against
the Chinese people and against the Chinese people’s revolutionary enterprise.” According to
Ward and his vice consul, the hostages were used as tools in the revolutionary movement to
promote revolutionary fervor and to “drive a wedge between the United States and the
sympathetic elements” in China.

Sino-American Conflict “The Ward Case”

“The Ward Case” was a diplomatic incident which occurred in China from 1948 to 1949
during the final years of the Chinese Civil War. The American Consul General Angus Ward and
his staff were held under house arrest by Communist People’s Liberation Army (PLA) for 13
months, creating a diplomatic rift with the United States.

As the PLA swept through China during the Civil War against the Nationalists in 1948 and
1949, they began to harass Westerners in general and Americans in particular. As one of the
major trade centers in China, Shenyang was taken by the Communist troops in October 1948. In
November, the Communists demanded that Ward surrender the Consulate’s radio transmitter.
Ward refused. Inresponse, the PLA troops surrounded the Consulate, putting Ward and 21 staff
members under house arrest. For months, without communication, water, and electricity, Ward
and the other Americans were completely isolated under guard by the Chinese Communists.

The American government ordered the Consulate be shut down but Ward was unable to do
anything because the Chinese had charged the American Consulate with serving as a
headquarters for espionage. With the crisis worsening, the Truman Administration called upon
American allies to withhold recognition of Mao’s newly established government. In response,
the PLA troops arrested Ward, accusing him and his staff members of inciting a riot outside the
Consulate in October 1949. In November 1949, as Ward was brought to trial, the American
public anger verged on explosion.

United States President Harry S. Truman (# &3 514 & ), already under severe attacks
for “losing” China to the Communists, could not afford to show weakness in the face of the
Chinese Communist challenge. He met with his military advisors to discuss the feasibility of a
rescue operation. However, although incensed with the Communists, Washington showed great
restraint because it was still looking for opportunities for reaching an accommodation with the
People’s Republic of China (® # 4 % % 4-[). U.S. Secretary of State Dean Gooderham Acheson
(¥ MR # 3) conveyed the message to Beijing (#* % ) that the United States would not
recognize the new Chinese government until all the Americans at Shenyang were released. On
24 November 1949, Ward and his staff were charged with the inciting-to-riot and ordered to be
deported. They finally left China on 12 December 1949.



The Hostage

Elden Erickson was one of the staff members confined in the Consulate. A quote from his
oral history describes the conditions they lived under:

“On November 20 the [Communists] threw a cordon of guards around the Consulate
building and around the Standard Oil Compound and Ward’s residence. From then on we
could only go with them. To go to the office they would come to the compound and march us
with pistols in our back to the Consulate. We would have to show our lunch and they would
inspect it, etc. Then they would bring us back in the evening. Only half of us would go each day
so no one was isolated.

“[The confinement] was an eerie sensation. It went on and on. Then they cut off our
electricity which cut off our water supply. And we had no fuel. You couldn’t take a bath because
there was no hot water. You just put on layers of clothing like the Chinese did. They didn’t take
our clothing away. Each week we were permitted to write a list in Chinese of what we wanted
and give it to a couple who would come to the gate. But we couldn’t speak to them. We kept
ordering needles because our clothes were wearing out. The servants had done all the mending
before. So that really became an important thing, to have a needle. Thread was another item.
But it was really the cold that I remember the worst. It would get 40 below and that was really
cold. Then the pump would freeze. We didn’t have any running water, of course. We would
bake bread and the cockroaches would practically line the bread pans as it was rising. We would
bake it with the cockroaches in it and then just slice the sides off....They didn’t get inside the
bread. What did we do? We played bridge. We didn’t have any electricity and nights start very
early in the wintertime. We did get candles and that was all we had. We played pinochle five
days and couldn’t stand it any longer so started playing bridge. They always let us buy vodka.
The vegetables-carrots and cabbage-we got most of the time... meat, from time to time, but it
would be full of straw and dirt. However, we would just wash it up and boil it well. We were
never hungry. And I think that is important in maintaining at least a modicum of morale. If
you are cold and hungry that is a lot worse than being just cold.”

The “Larger Question of U.S. Attitudes”

It happened suddenly but quietly on 20 November 1948. The American Consulate in the
Chinese Manchurian city of Shenyang ceased all radio transmissions. Eight hundred miles away
to the south communications techs at the U.S. Embassy in Nanking (Nanjing) (% » ) thought
the silence was odd, but their diplomatic colleagues assumed that the Chinese Communists, who
had just occupied Shenyang after a six-month siege of Chiang Kai-Shek’s (4% » 1 ) garrison there,
would accord customary immunities to U.S. consular personnel in the city. Besides, in those
days, telegraphic communications in China were spotty at best, so people at the Embassy in
Nanking and at the U.S. State Department tried to keep the affair low-keyed to avoid aggravating
the situation. No one really started to worry until January.



On 5 January 1949, the Americans became alarmed. Chinese Communist representatives
in the British Crown Colony Hong Kong reassured U.S. diplomats that “all personnel Shenyang
American Consulate General are well”, but they ominously observed that “question of
communications for Shenyang Consulate General is part of larger question of U.S. attitudes
toward new [communist] government and toward [Chiang’s Nationalists] government”.

For the next six months, the U.S. Embassy in Nanking and the Consulate General in Peiping
(Beijing) (# ') attempted to contact the Consulate in Shenyang, to no avail, and they tried
continuously to engage Chinese Communist liaison officials on the issue. But the Communist
interlocutors simply shrugged that it was “out of their jurisdiction” and offered no assistance.

Political Rivalries in the Chinese Leadership

Indeed, these protestations of “no jurisdiction” are now known to have been valid. The city
of Shenyang was then under the jurisdiction of the Soviet-influenced “Northeast People’s
Government” headed by Gao Gang (% #) — Mao Zedong’s (<* /¥ 4 ) main rival in the Chinese
Communist politburo and a man who was emphatically not subject to Mao’s command. Gao and
his Soviet overlords brooked little interference in their rule of Manchuria, and Mao generally left
them alone.

On 6 April 1949, the British Consulate in Shenyang managed to get a message to its Legation
in Peiping which explained that occupying Chinese Communist troops had confiscated the radio
equipment from all foreign consulates in the city. The Americans -- alone of the foreign consuls
in Shenyang -- were being held “in house arrest”, forbidden to leave their compound, and
permitted only one visit a day between their rooms and their offices. Their identity cards were
confiscated, their electricity cut, their cesspools went un-emptied. At this point, the fact of the
Americans’ detention became public knowledge -- at least in China. Intriguing signals came
from Shanghai which had been occupied by the Communists on 26 May. On 7 June, (The
Shanghai Post) published an editorial speculating that the Soviets may have been responsible
for the arrest of the American consular staff in Shenyang, “because of their special interest in
Manchuria.” Still, no one knew why the Americans were singled out for harassment. Indeed, at
the time, an emissary from Mao’s deputy Zhou Enlai (% & %) was exploring the possibility of
U.S. economic aid to China with the U.S. Consul General in Peiping, O. Edmund Clubb. Then
the second shoe dropped.

An American Espionage Organ

On 19 June 1949, following months of unceasing but fruitless American demarches to the
provisional government in Peiping, the Communist Party’s Xinhua News Agency (#7#:i 1 4+)
issued a lurid 3,000-word account which reported in great detail spy activities at the U.S.
Consulate in Shenyang. While some of the accusations were grounded in slivers of truth — that
a U.S. Army Liaison Group had been engaged in intelligence collection in Manchuria well after
the end of the Japanese surrender — the charges that the Consulate was an American espionage
organ were too fantastic to deserve comment, and in fact, there weren’t even any Chinese-
language officers at the Consulate, and there hadn’t been for over a year.

Yet, the day after the Xinhua charges, the Chinese began to permit the Americans to send
some uncoded messages over telegraph lines and via the mail. Four days later, the Chinese
Communist foreign affairs office in Shenyang told Ward that the American staff and spouses

4



“had been permitted to leave Shenyang with movable property.” The U.S. State Department was
optimistic. Yet, nothing happened.

Six weeks passed. On 5 August, the local Shenyang press said exit permits were being issued
to foreigners and the Americans immediately applied to leave the city. On 12 August, the
Consulate staff was “ready to leave” but by 17 August, Ward telegraphed that “no permits have
been issued” and the “conditions of our confinement unchanged.”

On 15 September 1949, a full ten months after the Consulate staff was placed under house
arrest, the U.S. State Department finally issued its first press release on the issue, but only said
the “Department has instructed Consul General Ward to continue to make every effort to obtain
from local authorities necessary permission” to leave China. Still nothing.

Then the Chinese began to get nasty. On 28 September, a disgruntled former consular
employee appeared at the American compound to demand back pay. The man started a fight
with the Consul General and then attacked two other Americans. When the man was wrestled
out the front gate of the American compound, he filed a complaint with the Communist security
guards, who subsequently arrested Consul General Ward and four other Americans. The
Consulate managed to transmit an incident report out to the Embassy in Nanking outlining what
really had happened. But true to form, Xinhua News Agency ran a lurid 700-word report alleging
that the Chinese employee had been forced by the Americans into exhausting labor, and when
he could no longer perform, they fired him. When the Chinese employee asked for his pay, the
Americans beat him up. “The case of this violent act of Ward and American special agents was
unearthed a short time ago in Mukden” the Xinhua report said. By 27 October, Ward and the
others had been charged formally with assault.

Nine hundred miles away, in communist-occupied Shanghai (_+ ;#), U.S. Consul General
Walter P. McConaughy (5 2 i#) read the two accounts of the fracas in Shenyang. He cabled the
U.S. State Department relating a similar incident that happened to him in July. Though not
similarly harassed by the local officials in Shanghai, McConaughy said the incident “shows that
the Communists will not scruple to fabricate charges and incidents out of whole cloth when it
serves their purposes.”

This, of course, was no consolation to Ward. Through October and into November, he
languished in an unheated Manchurian jail on “six slices of bread and three ounces of hot water”
a day. The other Americans fared no better, one suffered a complete nervous breakdown and
another was “in danger of gangrene infection” from frostbite.

On 10 November, the U.S. State Department warned that it would use all its efforts to block
admission of the newly established People’s Republic of China to the United Nations. Beginning
on 11 November and continuing through 16 November, scores of American newspapers ran non-
stop editorial and opinion commentary lambasting China’s “uncivilized” behavior, and calling
for more muscular reaction from the U.S. State Department. By one count, over 10.6 million
American newspaper readers were exposed to a steady diet of anti-Chinese (and not
insignificantly, anti-State Department) sentiment. It was a turning point in United States public
opinion. Public opinion, which had been lukewarm-to-positive on extending diplomatic
recognition to the new Chinese government, soured on China, and Secretary of State Dean
Acheson warned on 16 November that the United States would not consider diplomatic
recognition of the Chinese Communist regime until Ward and the Americans were released.
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The threats had the desired effect. On 23 November, the Americans were tried, found guilty
and after being sentenced to deportation they were released from jail and returned to their
compound. They appeared at a second “trial” on 27 November, where Chinese, Japanese and
Koreans — all unknown to the Americans — were convicted of spy charges apparently related to
the June Xinhua news report.

United States President Harry S. Truman considered, but rejected the use of military force
to recuse the hostages or punish the Chinese and opted to be patient and apply diplomatic
pressure. Recognition of the new Communist government was made contingent, at least in part,
on the release of Ward and his colleagues and the U.S. State Department tried to get the
international community to condemn China. During their detention, Ward and his staff were
tried and found guilty, not of spying, but of beating up a Chinese citizen who worked at the
Consulate, and were sentenced to a short jail term. Rather than have them serve that sentence,
Chinese authorities ordered them deported China.

The Liberation of Angus Ward

At 3 am. on 7 December 1949, the 22 Americans were all escorted through the arctic
Manchurian night to the city train station, and sent under guard on a 40-hour ride to the Chinese
port of Tientsin (Tianjin) (% ;=) where they were put on the British vessel S.S. Lakeland Victory
bound for Yokohama, Japan. At 7:15 on the morning of 12 December 1949, a Chinese tug moved
up beside the American freighter standing off Taku Bar. A tall, shaggy-faced man in fur cap,
heavy canvas coat and felt leggings clambered up the gangplank alone. At 9 o’clock he returned
to the tossing tug with news for 19 others still held there: the Communists would now let them
board the S.S. Lakeland Victory. After 13 months of humiliation and misery in Shenyang, Ward,
his wife and his staff were entering the free world again.

4 w ~

(Left Photo) Angus Ward (center) on board S.S. Lakeland Victory with staff members breathe free air
again. (Right Photo) Armed PLA soldier posted aboard ship fondles Tommy gun as he watching.


http://images.google.com/hosted/life/37144836144d056e.html
http://www.google.com.hk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjukanXnLjeAhUH57wKHSXlCKIQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://images.google.com/hosted/life/5855181db2e54450.html&psig=AOvVaw1p_JUp4v9hqRVjWuBO-3xz&ust=1541334511030836

Group portrait of American Consul Angus Ward (center left, in fur hat), his staff, and their families as
they pose on the deck of the S.S. Lakeland Victory, 12 December 1949. The entire group had been held
under house arrest by the Communist People’s Liberation Army. (Photo by Carl Mydans)
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On board S.S. Lakeland Victory, Angus Ward receives health examination by the military doctor.
(Photo by Carl Mydans)

Safe aboard U.S. recuse ship, Ward reshapes scraggly vandyke beard with a borrowed electric razor.
(Photo by Carl Mydans)
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“Squeezing the Americans out of the Liberated Zone”

Chinese materials now available demonstrate that in 1949-1950, Mao Zedong and the China
Communist Party (CCP) (¥ B+ # ) leadership were unwilling to pursue Western recognition
or to establish diplomatic relations with Western countries. This attitude was most clearly
demonstrated by the CCP leadership’s handling of the Ward Case.

In early November 1948, Chinese Communist troops occupied Shenyang (Mukden), the
largest city in the China’s northeast. U.S. Consul General Angus Ward, together with his
consulate staff, remained in the city after the Communist takeover. In the first two weeks of
November, Ward actively pursued establishing official contacts with the new Communist
municipal authorities. Local Chinese Communist officials demonstrated some interest in
dealing with Ward, but the attitude of the CCP central leadership was intransigent. After a short
waiting period, CCP leaders decided to adopt a policy of “squeezing” American and other
Western diplomats out of the “liberated zone” in the Northeast, rendering Ward’s efforts
hopeless. A CCP Central Committee telegram (drafted by Zhou Enlai) to the Party’s Northeast
Bureau on 10 November maintained that because the British, American, and French
governments had not recognized Chinese Communist authorities, the CCP in turn would not
grant official status to their diplomats either, but would treat them as common foreign residents
without diplomatic immunity. The telegram further instructed the Northeast Bureau to take
“certain measures” to confine the “freedom of action” of the Western diplomats, so that “they
will have to withdraw from Shenyang.”

By mid-November, Shenyang’s situation had worsened dramatically for Ward and his staff.
On 15 November, the Communist Shenyang Municipal Military Control Commission informed
“former” British, French and American consulates in Shenyang that they should hand over their
radio transmitters to the Commission within 36 hours. In reality, this order was particularly
targeted at the Americans since the British and French usually relied upon regular Chinese
communication services. As it soon turned out, the purpose of this order was to create another
excuse for the Communists to force Western diplomats, and the Americans in particular, from
the city.

In a few days, when the Americans refused to hand over their radio transmitters, the
pressure from the Chinese Communists escalated. On 17 November, Mao Zedong instructed Gao
Gang, Secretary of the CCP Northeast Bureau, to “act resolutely” to force the British, American,
and the French diplomats out of Shenyang. The CCP chairman also criticized Zhu Qiwen (% #
< ), the Communist Shenyang Mayor, for his unauthorized reception of Ward during the early
days after Shenyang’s liberation. The next day, Mao authorized the Communist in Shenyang to
seize the radio transmitters in the Western consulates and instructed them to isolate the
American, British, and the French consulates, so that they “would evacuate in the face of
difficulties and their purpose of squeezing them out could be reached.” On 20 November, when
the Americans persistently refused to hand over their radio equipment to Communist authorities,
the Communists followed the advice of Soviet representatives in the Northeast and, without
advance warning, placed Ward and his staff under house detention. Ward and the other
American diplomats were not allowed to leave China until December 1949.

The crisis lasted for more than a year, by which time the already fragile United States
relations with the Chinese Communists had been damaged virtually beyond repair.



The CCP’s challenge to Western presence in Shenyang resulted in part from immediate
concerns that Western diplomats might use their radio transmitters to convey military
intelligence to the Nationalist Party (KMT) (* ® & % #) in the ongoing civil war. The advice
from the Soviet representatives in Shenyang that the CCP should not permit Western diplomats
to remain in the liberated zone also played an important role. Mao, eager to maintain solidarity
with Moscow, instructed CCP leaders in the Northeast to inform the Soviets that “in so far as our
foreign policy in the Northeast and the whole country is concerned, we will certainly consult with
the Soviet Union in order to maintain an identical stand with it.

In a deeper sense, though, the CCP’s action against Ward and his staff in Shenyang reflected
the Party leadership’s determination to “make a fresh start” in China’s external relations, which
required the Party to “clean the house before entertaining guests,” as well as to “lean to one side”
(the side of the Soviet Union). Indeed, these three principles constituted the guidelines of
Communist China’s early diplomacy. In a telegram to the Northeast Bureau on 23 November
1948, the CCP Central Committee expounded its view that the Party would refuse to recognize
diplomatic relations between the KMT government and the West. In the Central Committee’s
Directive on Diplomatic Affairs, a key CCP foreign policy document issued on 19 January 1949,
Mao Zedong declared that “with no exception we will not recognize any of the embassies,
legations, and consulates of capitalist countries, as well as the diplomatic establishments and
personnel attached to them accredited to the KMT.” The Directive also make it clear that the
CCP would treat American and Soviet diplomats differently since “the foreign policy of the Soviet
Union and the other new democratic countries has differed totally from that of the capitalist
countries.” At the Central Committee’s Second Plenary Session in March 1949, the CCP
leadership further reached the consensus that the new Chinese Communist regime should
neither hastily seek recognition from, nor pursue diplomatic relations with, the United States or
other Western countries. “As for the question of the recognition of our country by the imperialist
countries,” asserted Mao, “we should not be in a hurry to solve it now and need not be in a hurry
to solve it even for a fairly long period after nationwide victory.”

What the Ward analogy taught was that patient diplomacy could secure the release of
hostages. After a year of diplomatic pressure and after the hostages had served their purpose in
the revolution, the hostages were all safely released without the use of force. Regarding the
international and domestic lessons of the Angus Ward analogy, the experience showed that a
strategy of patient diplomacy could work without doing much, if any, damage to America’s
international reputation of the President’s domestic standing. As the detention of Ward and his
associates never attracted sustained attention outside China (for example the { New York Times)
only ran one story on it), Trumen’s patient diplomacy did not result in accusations that the
United States was too weak to lead its allies or that Truman was too weak to lead the nation. At
least it did not add significantly to the chorus of recriminations against Truman for “losing”
China.

Given the slowness of communications and China’s backward infrastructure, the mini-crisis
festered for over a year. But in the end, United States threats to keep China out of the United
Nations appear to have prompted the Chinese to release the Americans -- but the United States
blocked China’s membership anyway. In the end, China’s entry into the Korean War -- not just
the Mukden Incident -- convinced Americans that the new Chinese communist regime was the
enemy.
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