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The George Fitch family -- supporters of Korean independence activists 

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

20 June 2016 

 

   
On 8 January 1952, the government of the Republic of Korea conferred the Order of Cultural 

Merit unto the American missionary Dr. George Ashmore Fitch (費吳生博士).  Again on 1 March 

1968, the Korean Government conferred unto Fitch the Order of Merit for National Foundation 

(Independence).  Fitch was none other than the S00chow-born U.S. missionary who had provided 

a meeting place for Korean independence activists in Shanghai, Republic of China (中華民國上海) 

in 1919, acted as director of the Korean Relief Society and adviser to the Korean Christian Inseong 

School (仁成學校) in the 1920s and provided refuge to Kim Gu (金九) after Yun Bong-Gil’s (尹奉吉) 

patriotic deed at Hongkou Park (虹口公園) in 1932.  His importance to the movement was such that 

the Independent featured an article on the news of《Reverend Fitch’s Death》in 1923.   

    

 

Who was George Ashmore Fitch?   
George Ashmore Fitch was a remarkable Rotarian in his whole life when he was the national 

head of the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) in the Republic of China and the Republic 

of Korea, respectively.  Though he was not a charter member of the Rotary Club of Shanghai (上海

扶輪社) in 1919, he was one of the organizers.  Later he had served as Club President of Shanghai 

Rotary Club in 1930-1931 and Chungking Rotary Club (重慶扶輪社) in 1942-1943, respectively.  

Before 1948, Fitch had been instrumentally in forming a number of Rotary clubs in China.  He had 

also joined Seoul Rotary Club in Korea and also Taipei Rotary Club (臺北扶輪社) in Taiwan (臺灣) 

after he left the Chinese Mainland in 1949 and prior to his final retirement in the United States.  

http://www.koreaherald.com/search/list_name.php?byline=Korea+Herald
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Encounter with Koreans 

George Ashmore Fitch was born on 23 January 1883 in Soochow (Suzhou) of the Ch’ing Empire 

 (大清國江蘇省蘇州府吳縣) to Presbyterian missionaries George Field Fitch (費啟鴻) and Mary 

McLellan Fitch as the third child in a family of two sons and three daughters.   

Since he was given his father’s name with only a differing middle name, there have been many 

instances where the activities of father and son have been confused.  In order to know who the 

George A. Fitch who aided the Korean independence movement was, there is a need to distinguish 

father from son.  

George F. Fitch was born in Avon, Ohio, U.S.A. on 28 January 1845 and graduated from 

Adelbert College (now Case Western Reserve University).  After graduating from the Presbyterian 

Lane Theological Seminary, he moved to Shanghai (上海) in 1870 under the conviction to dedicate 

his life to serving as a missionary in the Ch’ing Empire.  

Consequentially, in 1888 he became chairman of the Chinese branch of the U.S. Presbyterian 

Board of Foreign Missions.  The same year he also became editor of《The Chinese Recorder教務

雜誌》, a monthly that dealt with liberal theology and Chinese nationalism.  He became acquainted 

with the unknown world of Korea while meeting Yun Chi-Ho (尹致昊) in November 1893.  

It was through the American Presbyterian Mission Press (美華書館) that George F. Fitch was 

given the chance to truly get to know Koreans.  Yeo Un-Hyeong (呂運亨), who had studied at the 

Nanking Academy (匯文書院), was active in the Commissioned Sales Department of the Mission 

Press.  Meeting with Yeo, Field learned about the oppressive reality of Japanese colonial rule over 

Korea and afterwards introduced Yeo to his son who held Bible study sessions with Chinese and 

foreigners.  

    Supporting Korean independence despite Japanese surveillance 

    George F. Fitch began to be surveilled by the Japanese Consulate-General in Shanghai after 

actively participating in the Korean Red Cross Society re-established under Ahn Chang-Ho (安昌浩), 

the General Secretary of the Ministry of Home Affairs of the Provisional Government of Korea (KPG).  

Despite this, he promoted the collection of donations and relief aid when the Korean Relief 

Society ran into difficulties with its fund-raising.  Even at the old age of 75, he began fund-raising 

activities at Korean Presbyterian Church of San Francisco in April 1920, and lavished financial 

support as a member of Inseong School’s Fundraising Advisory Committee.  

Although the Japanese Consulate-General expressed their diplomatic “sympathies” to the U.S. 

Consulate-General in Shanghai, this did not stop George F. Fitch from aiding Koreans.  He died at 

his home in Shanghai on 17 February 1923 at the age of 78 and was buried in Pahsienjao Cemetery 

(八仙橋公墓) (renamed Huaihai Park 淮海公園 since 1 July 1958).  

    Next generation took the lead 

    The elder Fitch’s interest in the Korean Independence movement deeply influenced his second 

son.  While George F. Fitch worked as a missionary, he sent his son George Ashmore Fitch to be 

educated in the United States in 1900.  After graduating from the College of Wooster in Ohio in 

1906, George A. Fitch attended Union Theological Seminary in New York and was ordained a 

minister.  
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After arriving in Shanghai in 1909, George A. Fitch became head executive secretary of the 

YMCA and led weekly Bible study sessions on Wednesday evenings, which saw the participation of 

Chinese Kuomintang (KMT) (中國國民黨) leaders such as Sun Yat-Sen (孫中山), Tang Shao-Yi (唐

紹儀), Wang Ch’ung-Hui (王寵惠) and famous businessmen such as Charlie Soong (宋嘉澍), Nieh 

Ch’i-Chieh (聶其杰/聶雲台), and Moh Hsiang-Yueh (穆湘玥/穆藕初).   

When the Mukden Incident (九一八事變/瀋陽事變) occurred on 18 September 1931 and the 

Imperial Japan’s invasion of China began in earnest, George A. Fitch took the lead in supporting the 

anti-Japanese struggles of China and Korea.  When the Japanese police began to inspect the 

Koreans in Shanghai’s French Concession immediately after the patriotic martyrdom of Yun Bong-

Gil at Hongkou Park in 1932, the leaders of the KPG, starting with Kim Gu, had no choice but to 

search for refuge to escape arrest.  At the time, George A. Fitch concealed them in the second floor 

of his own home for an entire month. 

Prominent leader and educator of the Korean independence movement Ahn Chang-Ho was 

unlawfully arrested on 30 April 1932 by the Japanese police in the French Concession of Shanghai 

shortly after the Hongkou Park bombing orchestrated by Korean activist Yun Bong-Gil.  Because 

the arrest took place inside the French-administered territory, Fitch immediately sent formal protest 

letters to the French authorities and local newspapers, arguing that the Japanese police had violated 

international law and French jurisdiction by carrying out the arrest there. 

    Exposing Japan’s brutality 

    With his appointment as head executive secretary of the YMCA in Nanking (Nanjing) (南京) in 

September 1936, George A. Fitch left Shanghai where he had been active for 27 years.  Within a year 

after his arrival, the Imperial Japan launched full scale aggression to China and occupied the 

national capital of Nanking.  The Japanese troops conducted a large-scale massacre of soldiers and 

civilians alike.  

Hence, George A. Fitch established a safety zone to protect people from these atrocities with 

President of the Nanking branch of the Siemens AG company John Rabe and American professor at 

Nanking University (金陵大學) Miner Searle Bates (貝德士教授).  Forming an international 

committee, George A. Fitch alerted the world of the tragedy occurring at Nanking and exposed the 

brutality of the Japanese with talks around the United States.  

In addition, he also supported projects that improved the lives of Koreans in the United States.  

When Hawaiian authorities began a redevelopment project at a cost of about USD 2 million, George 

A. Fitch arranged negotiations with them for the redevelopment of Korean residential areas while 

also taking part in fund-raising for the project.  

When the KMT government moved to Chungking (Chongqing) (重慶), George A. Fitch followed 

and became head executive secretary of the YMCA National Committee in Chungking. 

In addition, in April 1941, Koreans in the United States held the Overseas Korean Convention 

in Honolulu, Hawaii, and organized a resident U.S. Diplomatic Commission exclusively charged 

with diplomatic dealings with the United States.   

At the time, Rhee Syng-Man (李承晚), who would later become the first president of the 

Republic of Korea, established the Korean-American Association and the Korean Christian Friends 
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of Korea Society in order to support his diplomatic policies toward the United States, and George A. 

Fitch and his wife joined both societies.   

George Ashmore Fitch also arranged for independence activists such as Jo So-Ang (趙素昂) 

whom he had known since the 1920s to meet with Kuo Tai-Chi (郭泰祺), Foreign Minister of the 

Republic of China, and corresponded with to request the Chinese recognition of the KPG. 

Leaving behind great contributions  

    During World War II, George A. Fitch joined in on transportation activities on the Burma Road 

linking Chungking of China and Rangoon of Burma.  He also conveyed information on the KMT 

government and KPG to the U.S. Office of Strategic Services (which is now the CIA) and aided in the 

operation to invade China. 

In 1944, George A. Fitch was transferred to Lanchow (Lanzhou) (蘭州) as head executive 

secretary of its YMCA, and resigned from his post after the World War II ended in 1945.  Afterwards, 

he acted as the officer of the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration to China for 

the postwar rebuilding.  

In July 1947, George A. Fitch received a warm welcome from Rhee Syng-Man and Kim Gu for 

aiding the Korean independence movement when he was dispatched to Korea as head executive 

secretary of its YMCA.  As he had established YMCA meeting halls everywhere around the country 

and distributed relief aid supplies for two years, a warm welcome was a matter of course.  

    In 1951, George A. Fitch resigned as head executive secretary of Korea’s YMCA and served as 

administrative adviser to the Tamkang College of Arts and Science (淡江文理學院 ) (today  

Tamkang University 淡江大學) in Taiwan from August 1958 to July 1960.   

Then, George Ashmore Fitch retired to California and passed away on 21 January 1979 at the 

age of 95, leaving behind a profound legacy of wartime rescue and cross-cultural service in East Asia. 

    His wife walked the same path  

    Geraldine Townsend Fitch, who became George A. Fitch’s wife in 1924 when she remarried, also 

aided the Korean independence movement along with her husband and the elder Fitch. Geraldine 

Fitch toured North America in the 1940s, supporting American recognition of the KPG.  

    She participated as a backer of the Korean-American Association in the Korean Liberty 

Conference held in Washington in February 1942, and reported widely on the Korean independence 

movement and the KPG’s activities, as well as the illegal occupation of Korea by Japan in the《New 

York Times》and other media.  

    In addition, she met Kim Yong-Jeung (金容中) and discussed the direction of support for the 

Korean independence movement.  When the United States pursued a non-recognition policy of the 

KPG based on William R. Langdon’s “Some Aspects of the Question of Korean Independence” 

memorandum in 1942, Geraldine wrote to Cordell Hull, then U.S. Secretary of State, to prevent the 

measure. 

Thus, the father George Field Fitch, son George Ashmore Fitch and Geraldine Townsend Fitch 

were foreigners with unique histories of supporting the Korean independence movement.  They 

open one’s eyes anew to the fact that the spirit of Korean independence was the restoration of peace 

and freedom.  
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In April 1943, the Koreans in China held a rally in Chungking.  The photo shows a Korean revolutionary  

giving a rousing speech while standing in front of a slogan that says “Up with an independent great Korea”.  

The meeting included a resolution to ask for other countries to support an independent Korea. 

 

 

In April 1947, Korean revolutionary leader Rhee Syng-Man visited China.  He took the train from Shanghai to 

Nanking, and was welcomed by Chinese and Korean friends at Hsia-Kuan Station.  

In 1919, in Shanghai, Rhee became chairperson of the Korean Provisional Government.  

About 30 years later, he was back in Shanghai where the revolutionary government was established. 

(All photos courtesy of Hsu Chung-Mao) 



6 
 

《The ROTARIAN》March 1951 – Rotary Meetings during the Korean War 
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