From THE CORRESPONDENT  March 1993

Representing a profession,

not a mob

   The Foreign Correspondents' Club was first founded by a small group of correspondents in Chungking in the spring of 1945. Albert Ravenholt, the last surviving member of that group, recounts the Club's early years in an interview with Ashley Ford.
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WITH THE SECOND WORLD WAR just getting into full swing a fresh‑faced young Wiscon​sin "dairy farm boy" working at the New York World's Fair fretted that the hostili​ties might pass him by. Not that Albert Ravenholt wanted to take part in the shooting. Rather, he had long seen himself as a "foreign correspondent".

 The last‑surviving founding member of the Foreign Correspondents' Club was determined to fulfill his dream and shipped out to China where he had a premonition history would soon be in the making.

 "I decided I'd better not go back to college but had better take off. There was a whole generation of us like that," he recalled in an interview from his Seattle home.

 Short on journalistic experience, young Ravenholt was not deterred. Upon arrival in Shanghai he threw himself into learn​ing Mandarin, French and Russian and earned a meager living filing for United Press International and a host of other news outfits.

  Why Shanghai? "Shanghai was a very interesting place in those days. It was an international city and was the one place in the world you could go without a passport and a visa "he said. It was a prescient choice. "We 


BECOMING A FOREIGN CORRESPONDENT

knew the war was coming and another fellow and I decided the time had come to really cover what the Japanese were doing in China," he said.

 "We got ourselves some fake docu​ments as missionary school teachers and took a Japanese ship south and smuggled ourselves through the lines at Swatow."

 Eventually he managed to become a transport inspector for the International Red Cross which gave him access to China's interior. Strangely enough China was not yet a "hot story" in the US or anywhere else in the West for that matter. He recalls that UPI and other US media were just not interested in China. That was until Pearl Harbour. "That changed everything," he said. "Overnight they got acutely interested in China. Luckily it was a very cheap place to live."

 The still sprightly 74‑year‑old Raven​holt learned his journalism the old fash​ioned way by writing for everyone he could. "I did what a lot of us did at that time. I wrote for the North China Daily News, the China Daily News plus some radio work."

 While Ravenholt craved the life of the foreign correspondent even he didn't realize his move was the beginning of a five‑decade odyssey that would take him through some of the pivotal battles in the Pacific campaign and China's civil war. His interest still remains in Asia and he continues to split his time between Seattle and the Philippines where he maintains a residence.

 Thirty of those years were spent working for the Chicago Daily News. A job Ravenholt says, that was a dream for a journalist. "The Chicago Daily News was very good to me and they gave me he space to write not just about war but also other developments in Asia such as land and agricultural reform,” he said.

 Much of his war experience was spent behind enemy lines. He went through eight campaigns with Chinese armies; covered both the Arakan and Imphal campaigns in northern Burma; went behind Japanese lines with Brigadier Orde Wingate on the second Chindit operation in Burma in 1944; reported on the Kachin tribesmen who fought a successful guerilla campaign against the Japanese in north‑east Burma armed with 18th century flintlocks; and cov​ered General 'Vinegar Joe' Stilwell's campaign in northern Burma.
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FOREIGN CORRESPONDENT’S CLUB
 Despite a number of close calls Rav​enholt managed to come out of the war unscathed. But that is not to say there were not times when he thought his number was up.  "Once I crashed on take‑off in a B‑24 loaded with four‑tons of bombs. I was standing behind the pilot and figured this was curtains. Every other bomber that crashed on take‑off had blown up but for some reason this one didn't," he said.

 Another time he played hide and seek with a Japanese sniper while descend​ing a mountain in southern China on the Burmese border. Ravenholt said: "The Japanese 25‑calibre sniper's rifle had a sound that you could never forget."

 With the war in Europe coming to an end, Ravenholt found himself in Chungking, in Sichuan province with a small army of other foreign correspon​dents which formed the nucleus of what is today the FCC (Foreign Correspondents Club).

 "It all started in Chungking in the spring of 1945," he said. "Up until that time we (the foreign correspondents) had no organization except for the correspondents from Tass but they stayed away from us. The rest of us lived in a pretty meagre building known as the Press Hostel.

 "It was built of woven bamboo plas​tered with mud and was pretty sparse. We had our own garden of sorts. The hostel was built around a courtyard with our own banana trees." Sparse it certainly was and he recalls that privacy was not exactly readily available. "It was the kind of place where if a couple got together, which was not unknown, you could feel the walls shake," he said.

 Ravenholt said that with the war coming to an end in Europe the focus of attention would switch to Asia and the correspondents realized that they had to "get their collective act to​gether. "Up until then, for us at least, the war had been pretty much a hold​ing action except for Burma," he said. "The Correspondents' Associa​tion was formed to represent us in dealing with not just the Chinese government but with both the American and British military com​mands. Up until then it had been every man for himself with all of us scur​rying around trying to cover China. It was not very practical."

 Ravenholt doesn't remember how many actual founding members there were but he does recall that it cost a hefty US $100 to join. I think, from memory, it was either nine or 10 of us," he said, “it wasn't a social club like it is now. It was a professional club. There were representatives from Reuters, The Daily Telegraph, UPI, Associated Press, CBS and a couple of others whose names or papers I can't remember.”

 "At that time we expected there would be a landing of American troops at two places on the coast of China, one in the south near the Chinese‑Vietnamese border and the other south of Shanghai at a place called Hangchow Bay.

 "It was a question of having some​body to represent us in terms of our pro​fession so that we would not be seen as a mob where everyone was fighting with everyone else to get on planes or to important battlefront areas. We also knew we could be at the mercy of the army information people if we didn't have an outfit to represent us. "Then of course there was the matter of censorship and again we realized we would have a better chance of fighting it if we were seen and taken seriously as a journalist organization."

 The overriding reason for bringing some organization to the “juno ranks”, Ravenholt recalled, "was our concern with getting some facilities where we could send our stories. A story isn't worth anything if you can't get it sent and read."

FOREIGN CORRESPONDENT’S CLUB

Ravenholt says he can't recall who the Club's first President was, but he did a brief stint as the second President before he had to go off to Kunming.

 He returned to Chungking shortly before the Japanese surrendered. "I remember sitting in the local Chi​nese radio station when the flash came from New York saying the Japanese had surrendered," he said. "That night I watched the city go wild. My god it was a night. I had never seen Chinese behave the way they did that night ... they really celebrated."

 It was obvious that following the sur​render the press corps would be mov​ing back to Shanghai and the club made its first substantial decision. "A committee of us from the club went to see the Chinese government (Nation​alists), and told them that when we got back to the coast we would like to have space for our activities, both living and working," Ravenholt said. The Chinese were amazingly co​operative and Ravenholt's local Shang​hai knowledge paid off handsomely.

"The Chinese came up with an aston​ishing reply to the Club's request," he said.

  "They said how would you like the Broadway Mansion? I kicked the guy next to me before anything stupid was said and replied that would be just perfect. "I knew all about Broadway Mansion and it was a real coup for us. It was the largest apartment house in China, 18 stories high and right on Suichow Creek and the Wangpo River. I could hardly believe it when the Chinese amia​bly told us this would be set aside for the foreign correspondents. It seemed to be too good to be true and it almost was. When we got to Shanghai the US Air Force had started moving into the building and we had a fight with them," Ravenholt recalled.

"We finally compromised. We took the top half of the building from the 13th floor and made the 17th and 18th floors the Club. I can still remember [in 1949] watching the communist advance on the city from the top floor. This might have been the best joint in town but the departing Japanese had stripped the place of radiators making it pretty cold and uncomfortable. The US Air types weren't about to give a bunch of journalists any help either,” he said. "When winter came we had to try and scrounge some electric heaters."

 Ravenholt said the move back to Shanghai saw the Tass correspondents move into the Club. "In Chungking they didn't live with us and we had very little contact. But all that changed in Shang​hai because every month a plane from Moscow would arrive loaded with vodka and other goodies."  The Club quickly saw its ranks grow as correspondents who had covered the Pacific War began moving to Shang​hai. "Shanghai was something they had only dreamed about," he said. "So we ended up with about 40 correspondents in Broadway Mansion.

 "It was about this time the social aspect of the club stated to surface. We had started the thing to fight our battles and make life easier. Now that we had the facilities, we needed transportation, access passes, etc. and the Club became a social centre. That changed it dramatically."

 When the Chinese communists started their last major southward offensive across the Yangtze River in April 1949 the Club moved down to Canton before finally moving across the border into Hong Kong. Ravenholt and other colleagues barely escaped intact. "It was an amazing thing to witness,” he said. "The communists had 84 ar​mies on the north side of the Yangtze River. Few people realized the extent of the fighting that went on in the Chinese Civil War, or the casualties."
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Ravenholt and the Club had a parting of the ways in Hong Kong. "In 1951 there was some support for me to become President, but a fight developed over whether the place we were occupying on Conduit Road should be purchased or leased."

 As he tells it the lease side won and to this day he believes it was the single biggest mistake the Club ever made. "I wanted to buy the place," Raven​holt said. "I even went as far as discussing the matter with the Chinese sugar merchant who owned the place. He had made a lot of money on sugar and was willing to sell it for a modest down pay​ment and the payments would have been a little more than we would have been paying in rent. So when they wouldn't go along with the proposition of buying the place I turned down becoming president. It was a fabulous property and I know I was right."

Ironically, Ravenholt remembers that Hong Kong and its future was being discussed just after the war had ended in the Pacific and firmly believes the British could have secured another lease if they had bothered to try.

“I can remember having a discussion with The Daily Telegraph man about it at the time. I can't remember his name but I know he was a great admirer of Clement Attlee, the British Labour leader. I can still remember how delighted he was when Attlee won the election. As soon as Attlee came to power the Brit​ish decided to give up extra‑territorial​ity," he said. I was writing a story about it and was having a discussion with friends at t1he British embassy in China.”

"We talked on the subject at great length. I could not believe Britain was serious in giving up all its territories. So I asked why not renew your lease on Hong Kong. After all the Chinese were euphoric that Britain was giving up all its territorial rights and Britain stood a good chance of renewing its lease on the New Territories. Besides Hong Kong was tiddlywinks to the Chinese at the time anyway.”

"The answer I got, and I still remem​ber it to this day, is that 1997 was a long way away and besides, it would be too much trouble."

Ashley Ford is an absent member of the FCC and is Pacific Rim correspon​dent for the Vancouver Provident.

