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The First Chinese Rotarian in History
By Herbert K. Lau (¥]#=c2) (Rotary China Historian)

1 December 2021

“I consider my membership in Rotary as the only Chinese representative one of the greatest
honors that I have ever received, and I am truly grateful that I have the good fortune to be a
member of an organization where such a spirit of good fellowship prevails. There is that
atmosphere of push and jovial intimacy which cannot but make for the best in the movement
for internationalism which is now fast growing in all countries.

In no other city in the world is there such a field for the international aims and ambitions of
Rotary as in Shanghai, and no other country offers greater possibilities for the expression of the
true Rotary spirit than China. China is standing on the threshold of internationalism, and
looking out for the first time in her history for the better things of the other nations to be made
a part of her own life. It is for this reason that I express the hope that more Chinese be brought
into the circle of Rotary so that they may absorb that atmosphere of virile progressiveness which
is expressed at each weekly meeting.” ~~Tong Yuen-Chan (% ~ /%)

First in History Chinese Active Member of a Rotary Club

When Shanghai Rotary Club (_* /& 3 #;4+) was first organized in the Shanghai International
Settlement (* /% =~ % 42 ), China, in July 1919, the organizer -- Roger D. Pinneo -- Past
President of Seattle Rotary Club, Washington, United States, felt that would be easier to kick-off
by merely Americans to be the founding members. So, with the assistance of Thomas N.
Sammons, United States Consul-General in Shanghai, they drew from various classifications of
the local United States citizens to be the charter members. The Shanghai Rotary Club was then
admitted to the International Association of Rotary Clubs (forerunner of Rotary International)
on 1 October 1919 with 37 charter members, all Americans, including Thomas Sammons.

However, early meetings of the Club had already laid down the future policy that “the Club
membership should be multi-national”. Very soon, in the next couple of months, the first
Chinese was invited and inducted Active Member of the Club: Tong Yuen-Chan (2 =~ i#
(Classification: Chinese Chamber of Commerce), who served Club Treasurer in the following
Rotary Year.



Tong Yuen-Chan # =% (2 Z#)

Telecommunication Chief from the Imperial to the Republican China

Tong Yuen-Chan (aka Tong Lou-Yuen; Y. C. Tong) (1861-1921), Cantonese, was born in 1861
in Heung Shan County, Kwangtung Province (now: portion of Zhuhai City, Guangdong Province),
Ch’'ing Empire (* 7+ ® A4 & 4 4 .1 £%). After Tong graduated from the preparatory school in 1873,
he was selected as one of the 30 students to continue studies in the United States of America,
firstly in English language school at Greater Hartford, Connecticut. From 1878 to 1881, he
studied successively at New Britain High School, New Britain, and the Columbia College, New
York. While in the United States, he with Tsai Ting-Kan (3%2£5%) (later Admiral Tsai Ting-Kan,
Charter President of Peking Rotary Club 1924) was sent to work in the machine shops in Lowell,
Massachusetts. Because of the danger of working amongst the moving machinery, both of the
lads were given special permission to cut off their pigtails.

In 1881, Tong returned to Imperial Ch'ing and later finished studies on telegraphy in
Tientsin (Tianjin) (% ). After graduation, he was devoted to telegraph administration for 32
years, during which period he held every office, from that of telegraph operator to director-
general.

From 1905 to 1906, Tong served as Superintendent of Ch’ing Empire Telegraph
Administration, and accompanied Duan Fang, Viceroy of Kiang Nan & Kiang Si (% iz 5724 > ),
and Dai Hong-Ci, Deputy Finance Minister ( = % i 4% § 48 %), on a mission to the United States
and European countries to study government systems. He was then made representative in
Shanghai of the Imperial government, which brought him into intimate contact with the
Americans and Europeans of the port---till the Xinhai Revolution (% % # #) in 1911 which
resulted in the downfall of the Manchu Ch’ing Empire.

In 1908, Tong held posts as Chief Superintendent and Acting General Manager of the
Imperial Ch’ing Telegraph Administration; Deputy to the Viceroy of Kiang Nan & Kiang Si;



Commissioner of Inland Revenue; a director of the Canton Guild; a representative of the
Kwangtung Province on the Chamber of Commerce; and Executive Director of Shanghai
Commercial and Savings Bank (1} /& 7 #&£%42i7). In 1909, he was appointed by Office for
Selection of Students for America (recipients of Boxer Indemnity Scholarships & + p& 32 5 £)
as its Commissioner at Shanghai.

Before the Xinhai Revolution in 1911, Tong served as the superintendent of the last term for
Shanghai Telegraph Company, and held concurrent posts of controller at Imperial Ch’ing Posts
and Telecommunications Administration; Supervisor at Shanghai Posts and
Telecommunications Administration. After the Xinhai Revolution, he was appointed as the first
term director-general at the Telegraph Administration of the Republic of China (¥ # % &). As
one of the founders in the field of telegraph in China, Tong made great contributions to the
modernization process during the late Imperial Ch’ing Dynasty and early Republican China. At
the peak of his telegraph career, Tong experienced the Revolution in 1911 and the Second
Republican Revolution, making him an important witness of changeable times.

On 21 July 1913, during the “Second Republican Revolution,” the pro-Constitution party
sent Tong to take over the Shanghai Telegraph Company from the control of the pro-Yuan Shi-
Kai (% & ¥*) party. But the foreign consulates deemed the act to be a violation of Treaty

agreements; whereupon Tong was forced by the Shanghai Municipal Council (1} /% = £ £ 7 1
% k1) to relinquish his position.

Banker and Social Activist

Tong had been devoted to foreign affairs for quite a long period and had been engaged in a
wide range of social activities, playing an important role in connecting the Chinese and Western
cultures. His whole life presented the situations of the initial stage of modernization in China as
well as the integration of Chinese and Western cultures. In foreign business circles, he was
equally well-known, especially in connection with disputes between Chinese and foreigners in
which was his frequent office to act as mediator, in most cases, with great success.

Tong held a strong sense of responsibility who spent a large proportion of his fortunes on
public welfare, including education, opium ban, Red Cross, sports, fight for sovereignty, and so
on. The Boy Scouts Federation of China (¥ # > W& + & % ¢ ) was founded in 1913, in which
Tong was a founder member and Vice-President. Also, he initiated Red Cross movement in
China together with other returned students. He established a Red Cross hospital on Haig Road
(% ¥ #8) (today: Hua Shan Road # ., f%) in Shanghai after his retirement and was elected
Chairman for The Red Cross Society of China in 1919. Furthermore, he founded over ten schools,
including schools for deaf-mutes. He was the acting president for Fuh Tan (Fudan) University
(42 = ~ #) in 1918, and one of the board members for Tong Ji University (F #~ £ ). Tong also
served on numerous boards and committees, including American University Club, Chinese
Chamber of Commerce, Harvard Medical School and various hospitals, World’s Chinese
Students’ Federation, The International Institute of China (founded by Rev. Gilbert Reid), Chi-
Sue Girls’ School ((x % + 3 ¥ &), etc. Tong was honored as “Father of Students”.



On November 1921 while Tong Yuen-Chan was at presiding the standing committee of the
China Red Cross, he suffered a stroke. He died shortly after on November gth at the Red Cross
Hospital, Haig Avenue, Shanghai. He was 61 years old. There was a family service at home. A
public funeral which was officiated by the China Red Cross, at Honggiao Cemetery (Jxif = %),
on November 11th with thousands of community leaders and friends attending on a rainy day.
Tong was survived by his wife Deng Feng (%} ), sons Kyat (2 B ¥ ), George (% # &) and
daughter Kum-Siu (& £ -V), grandsons Norman (2 # %) and Bing-Liang (2 ‘& %).

(The Rotarian) magazine on its April 1922 Issue Page 205 released a piece of mourning
message:

“Father of Students was Tong”

The members of the Rotary Club of Shanghai, China, are mourning the loss of a man who
was loved by every Rotarian in the Club---Y. C. Tong. Rotarian Tong had the unusual distinction
of being the first native Chinaman to become affiliated with Rotary. Sixty-one years of age, his
life has been closely connected with the Chinese government and with business and industrial
affairs. He was with the telegraph administration thirty-two years, during which period he held
every office, from that of telegraph operator to director-general. At the time of his death, he was
an officer of the American University Club, a director of the Chinese of Commerce, one of the
leaders in the Canton Guild, as well as various other offices with civic organizations, and
treasurer and a member of the board of directors of the Shanghai Rotary Club.

To the members of the Rotary Club he was known affectionately as “No.3”, being the third
member on the charter membership list of the Club. In foreign business circles, Rotarian Tong
was equally well known, especially in connection with disputes between Chinese and foreigners
in which it was his frequent office to act as mediator, in most cases, with great success.

His greatest fame rested upon his service to Chinese students abroad for which service he
was affectionately given the title of “Father of Students”. When a mere lad, he came to the
United States to enter a university. Later, with other Chinese students in America, he was
recalled by the Manchu Government and when he landed in China was sent to prison for a
month because of his “foreign ways”. While in jail, he resolved that he would be a “father” to
all students who would later seek education in America. True to his word, not a single Chinese
student has since left for America without Tong supervising the arrangements. He was the
fountain-head of information and the supreme advisor to both boy and girl students. He was
rightly called “The Father of Western Students”.

Rotarian Tong's life was truly one of service for his fellow men. His sixty-one years of
activity were years of charity, of kindness, and of service.




Celestial Rotarian

Rotarian Y. C. Tong, of Shanghai, the
first active Chinese member of
a Rotary Club.
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The membership of Y. C. Tong was reported on (The Rotarian) magazine April 1921.
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Family photo — Sitting: Mr. & Mrs. Y. C. Tong; Back row from left to right: daughter Kum Siu;
eldest son Kyat; Kyat’s wife; second son George; 2 grandchildren in front: Norman & Bing Liang
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Y. C. Tong and his sons George (left) and Kyat (Albert) (right)
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Y. C. Tong’s private car---a Studebaker with license No. 4



1912 27 24 p#* 7 FECEHp 2= 20 50 FAIEEFIHE -
4 February 1912 — A telegram cover of the Republican China’s Peking Telegraph Bureau
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1908 - The Great Northern Telegraph Building (operated by Danish Great Northern Telegraph Company)
on the Shanghai Bund (The building is used by the Bangkok Bank, Shanghai Branch.)


http://www.google.com.hk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjgudi0m9rcAhUQNbwKHVIwCsYQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://www.hosane.com/auction/detail/S10125719&psig=AOvVaw06ILR8AyjT3_HvckLjmNNr&ust=1533706000360281

RFELFREHEE - BAHACREFD
Tong Yuen-Chan - Chief Superintendent, Imperial Ch’ing Telegraph Administration
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