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ABSTRACT

!is paper provides a brief introduction to the life of Willem van Lennep, also 
known as Liu Yuan-tao (1911–2001). A Dutch patrician by birth, van Lennep 
moved to China in the 1930s. He changed his name to Liu Yuan-tao and acquired 
Chinese citizenship. After graduating from the Whampoa Academy, Liu joined 
the Chinese military, which he served throughout the Second Sino-Japanese war. 
Liu later followed the Republic of China’s relocation to Taiwan, and served the 
ROC as an intelligence agent in the low countries in the 1960s and 1970s. Using 
primary sources from archives in the Netherlands and Taiwan, this microhistorical 
biography contributes to the academic literature on various di"erent topics, such as 
China as a destination of migration, the history of wartime Chongqing, and the 
history of Sino-Dutch relations.
 KEYWORDS: microhistory, Biography, Second Sino-Japanese War, Cold War, Sino-
Dutch Relations

INTRODUCTION

#is is a short summary of the life of Liu Yuan-tao, a Dutch-born military 
o$cer and intelligence agent for the Republic of China in the Second World 
War and the Cold War. While his life is worth studying just for the many 
peculiarities and anecdotes it brings to light, doing so certainly has scholarly 
relevance as well; it contributes to a growing body of literature on the Chi-
1 Simeon Vonk received his research MA in Asian studies cum laude from Leiden University in 
2019 and currently works for Nu$c. He continues to write his biography of Liu Yuan-tao and hopes to 
publish it in Dutch. E-mail: sf.mdv.vonk@gmail.com.
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nese wartime capital of Chongqing. #is research also provides new insights 
into how the Dutch parliament operated when it came to its China policy 
during the Cold War. Liu’s life also provides a rare example of immigration to 
Republican China. My research has focused on how Liu served the govern-
ment of the Republic of China (ROC). #is is also the focus of this paper.

YOUTH, DEPARTURE TO CHINA AND SERVING THE CHINESE MILITARY

Willem van Lennep was born in Amsterdam in 1911 to a patrician fam-
ily. After his father passed away in 1921, Willem learned the secret that his 
fathers’ side of the family had been against his parents’ marriage because of 
his mother’s supposed mixed ethnic background. #is revelation motivated 
Willem to investigate his heritage. In a genealogy of the van Braam family 
his mother belonged to, Liu read about a Chinese woman called Lau Ah-nio, 
who had married a Van Braam. #e discovery of having Chinese relatives and 
possible Chinese heritage made Willem van Lennep feel a deep connection 
to the Chinese people. A fascination with Chinese culture, the desire to learn 
more about his perceived Chinese heritage, and alienation from the van Len-
nep family, set Willem van Lennep on a path to become Liu Yuan-tao (Heest 
1997; Luyn 2001; ACA 1).
 After studying Chinese in Leiden, mingling with the Chinese com-
munity in the Netherlands, and becoming a member of the Kuomintang in 
Paris, van Lennep travelled to Canton to pursue his destiny in the Republic 
of China (ROC). In Canton, he studied at Sun Yat-sen University and mar-
ried Liang Kwei-yen (ACA 1).
 As all-out war against Japan drew near, van Lennep o$cially changed 
his name to Liu Yuan-tao and rescinded his Dutch citizenship to enrol at the 
Whampoa Military Academy (ACA 1; AH 1). In the early stages of the Sec-
ond Sino-Japanese War, Liu served at the Longhai railroad front under the 
command of general Gui Yongqing (ACA 1). A surviving document from 
1938 or perhaps 1939 mentions Liu working as a translator at this point (AH 
2-3). It was probably in this function that Liu accompanied journalists such 
as the American reporter Jack Belden to the front. Other activities included 
leading groups scavenging battle%elds for objects left behind by Japanese sol-
diers (ACA 1). While serving at the front, Liu’s foreign appearance almost 
cost him his life. A group of Chinese soldiers serving a di&erent unit, who 
had never seen Japanese people before, assumed Liu must be Japanese be-
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cause of his di&erent looks, and attempted to capture him. Fortunately for 
Liu, he managed to talk himself out of the situation (Heest 1997).
 From 1939 onwards, Liu worked as an intelligence agent in the Chi-
nese wartime capital of Chongqing. Liu had reached the city by boat after 
escaping from the pervious temporary capital of Wuhan. While travelling 
to Chongqing, the boat convoy Liu was on su&ered attacks from Japanese 
planes and local brigands (ACA 1).
 In Chongqing, Liu produced Dutch broadcasts for Radio Free Chi-
na. #ese broadcasts continued until the end of the war and managed to gain 
an audience. When Liu returned to the Netherlands in the 1960s, he was 
approached by survivors of Japanese concentration camps who recognised his 
voice from the broadcasts they had secretly listened to (ACA 1). From the 
breakout of the Paci%c War until the con'ict’s end, Liu served as a liaison 
o$cer with the Americans in Chongqing (AH 3; ACA 1).

POSTWAR ROC YEARS

After the war, Liu brie'y worked for the ROC Ministry of Defence’s educa-
tion o$ce and then joined the navy, serving under Gui Yongqing once again 
(ACA 1). Around the time of the Communist takeover of the Chinese Main-
land in 1949, Liu worked as a naval inspector in the territories still controlled 
by the ROC, and got tangled up in many corruption cases of the sort that 
plagued the imploding regime at the time (ACA 1).
 When the Nationalists lost control of the Chinese mainland, Liu 
Yuan-tao moved to Zuoying in southern Taiwan. In Zuoying, Liu was ap-
proached by a Dutch journalist for the %rst time since leaving China and 
entertained the veterans of Ziqiang New Village by running a movie theatre 
(Van Sprang 1951: 189-194; Juanlian 2007: 109). In Zuoying, Liu became a 
legendary %gure for his strict conduct and complete lack of regard for ranks 
and classes at the movie theatre he ran. Despite still being considered a for-
eigner by others in the village, Liu had a reputation for being especially pa-
triotic. He had a habit of inspecting whether people were 'ying the 'ag on 
national holidays and admonished people who did not (Lin 2016).
 After Gui Yongqing had granted Liu’s request for sea duty, Liu served 
his country as a sailor for several years. Liu’s career at the navy ended with a 
tragicomic misunderstanding. Liu asked a befriended superior if he, theoreti-
cally, would be entitled to a pension if he were to retire early. #e superior said 
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“of course!” Assuming Liu’s question was a hint, he wrote a letter stating Liu 
wished to retire to the Ministry of Defence. #e ministry immediately agreed 
with the request. When Liu %gured out that he had been retired against his 
will, it was already too late to reverse the decision (Heest 1997). Soon after, 
Liu came to serve his adopted homeland in a new capacity.

RETURN TO THE NETHERLANDS AND THE FORMOSA LOBBY

#e next chapter of Liu’s career marked the great irony of his life. Liu had left 
the Netherlands because he was certain he would never feel at home there and 
felt a strong connection to the Chinese people. In the war years, even though 
he produced broadcasts in Dutch, Liu had left his Dutch identity behind and 
responded only when called by his Chinese name. Even the dramatic loss of 
the mainland did not sway his determination to stay in and serve the ROC. 
Yet, as the 1960s came around, the ROC authorities decided that Liu would 
serve China best by going back to the Netherlands and getting involved with 
the politics of the country he had meant to leave behind forever.
 #e change was a consequence of economic and geopolitical develop-
ments. By this time, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was undergoing 
the disastrous Great Leap Forward and the meltdown of its relations with 
the Soviet Union. Meanwhile, the ROC experienced economic growth under 
newfound stability (Chen 2015: 158–159). From this relatively favourable 
position, the Nationalist regime attempted to regain the international rec-
ognition it had lost since the founding of the PRC. Liu was recruited by the 
Ministry of Foreign A&airs in Taipei for operations aimed at promoting and 
formally restoring ties between the ROC and the Netherlands.
 In 1962, Liu returned to the Netherlands for the %rst time in al-
most thirty years. #e o$cial reason for his return was to administer his late 
mother’s inheritance. In reality, Liu’s visit was also a press tour to promote the 
cause of the ROC. He appeared in numerous newspapers and magazines and 
even on Dutch television. In these reports, Liu explained what had motivated 
his decision to emigrate to China and painted a rosy picture of the recent 
economic developments in Taiwan, and of its military situation (Brandpunt 
1962; Het Parool 1962; De Telegraaf 1962; Utrechtsch Nieuwsblad 1962). 
#e visit was also an intelligence operation. Upon his return to Taiwan, Liu 
wrote several reports on the political situation in the Netherlands and how to 
improve its ties with the ROC.
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 In 1962, Liu also worked together with several Dutch members of 
parliament, a group called the Formosa lobby, which included the social dem-
ocratic but %ercely anti-communist Frans Goedhart. Liu and Goedhart at-
tempted to exploit the most controversial issue in Dutch politics at the time 
in to convince Minister of Foreign A&airs Joseph Luns to break o& ties with 
the PRC: the New Guinea question (NA 1). To summarise, the Indonesian 
authorities claimed sovereignty over the Dutch colony of New Guinea and 
moved towards annexing it. #e options on the table for the Dutch were at-
tempting to hold on to New Guinea, ceding it to Indonesia, or supporting an 
independent New Guinea. #e Dutch Second Chamber of parliament was 
deeply divided on the question of which of these options was preferable, and 
on what price was worth paying for them (Brouwer and Ramakers 2007: 150). 
Liu and his allies attempted to exploit this division in order to alter Dutch 
policy towards China. Liu leaked documents proving that the Chinese Com-
munists were shipping landing vessels from Macau to Makassar, to be used 
in military action in New Guinea. While the evidence reached Luns, he did 
not consider it a reason to break o& ties with the PRC (NA 1). Even though 
the plan failed, the activities of the Formosa lobby, and Liu’s involvement in 
it, persisted for years. Liu’s work in the low countries continued in Brussels, 
from where he conducted intelligence work for the ROC and, among other 
activities monitored Chinese shipping to Europe (ACA 1).
 After his return to Taiwan in 1966, Liu kept an eye on the Chinese 
community in the Netherlands from a distance. He also continued his e&orts 
to strengthen ties between the ROC and the Netherlands, in cooperation 
with Netherlands-Free China Association chairman Hans van Ketwich Ver-
schuur. #e two worked together during the so-called Zheng a&air. #is a&air 
revolved around a Taiwanese businessman in the Netherlands called Zheng 
Jinzhui. In early 1969, while a visit of Dutch parliamentarians to Taiwan 
was being planned, De Telegraaf (1969) reported on a mysterious event at 
Schiphol Airport. A Taiwanese businessman called Zheng Jinzhui and his 
family were being deported to Taiwan after going bankrupt. In the following 
weeks, wild conspiracy theories and accusations of spying and communist 
framing were thrown around in publications and private letters alike (AH 
4-7). Liu’s reports commenting on the Zheng a&air reveal his great knowl-
edge on who was who and what was happening in the Chinese community in 
the Netherlands at the time, even while working from Zuoying.
 Liu and Verschuur pleaded for Zheng’s innocence and got him 
cleared of charges of communist sympathies. However, Zheng still had an 
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axe to grind against the justice system. And since he had found employment 
at the Taiwan Travel Service, he had suddenly become a major risk to the 
Dutch parliamentary mission to Taiwan. In the end, the mission took place 
without complications (AH 7; ACA 1).
 Liu returned to the Netherlands in 1971. In the 1970s, Liu continued 
to work as an intelligence o$cer. He also organised cultural events and pro-
duced propagandistic news reports about China (NA 1). At this point, Liu 
and Verschuur and had grown to dislike each other. Liu felt Verschuur was 
intentionally sabotaging his e&orts. Hostilities between Liu and Verschuur 
reached a climax in 1975, when a series of incidents resulting in a scathing 
open letter led to Liu’s recall to Taiwan. Liu Yuan-tao’s service of the Repub-
lic of China authorities ended then, but he would continue to work for Dutch 
businesses in Taiwan (NA 1).
 While the goal of Liu Yuan-tao and his allies in the Formosa lobby 
and the Netherlands-Free China Association to re-establish diplomatic ties 
between the Netherlands and the ROC was not realised, it goes too far to call 
their work a complete failure. #e goal of establishing de facto consulates in 
Taiwan and the Netherlands, a long-time goal of the Formosa lobby, would 
be realised in 1979. E&orts to improve business ties between the ROC and 
the Netherlands also bore fruit. Trade and investment between Taiwan and 
the Netherlands still 'ourish to this day.

CONCLUSION

Fighting for ideals is something many of us dream of, but few make the 
choice act on such dreams. Liu did make that choice. With his well-to-do 
background, he could have chosen a relatively comfortable life. Instead, he 
heeded his heart’s call to pursue his destiny in China. Liu’s life was %lled 
with hardships, and in many ways, the Republic of China did not develop 
into the country Liu must have had in mind when he became a member of 
the Kuomintang while studying in Paris. Liu’s values, romantic as they might 
have been, gave meaning to his life, and led him to battle%elds, bomb shelters, 
war ships, and o$ces of mighty statesmen. Although these values did not all 
come to fruition in the way Liu hoped they would, his faith in China and his 
role in it did not waver. A life dedicated to ideals is a life worth living and 
remembering. Such a life, is the life Liu Yuan-tao chose.
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