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In the latter part of the nineteenth century, the Chinese looked 
upon foreign "barbarians" and their religion with disdain, suspicion, 
and hostility.1 Despite this deep antagonism, however, China had 
been forced to grant Christian missionaries the right to purchase 
property and live anywhere in the empire? Having coerced China 
into accepting them, the Treaty Powers then made the weak Im- 
perial government responsible for their protection. But holding the 
Peking government responsible did not necessarily guarantee pro- 
tection, particularly when the missionaries established themselves 
deep in the interior, far from foreign gunboats at the treaty ports. 
Despite years of patient work, at the end of the nineteenth century 
many missionaries found themselves in a dangerous position. China 
had been humiliated by Japan during the Sino-Japanese War, and 
the Imperial government had been revealed as utterly corrupt and 
incompetent. Hence, where local mandarins and officials were 
hostile, and where a governor or viceroy was bitterly anti-foreign, 
isolated missionaries found themselves at the mercy of the mob. 
Almost any trivial incident might set off an anti-missionary riot. 
The Chengtu riot of 1895 occurred under just such conditions. - 

Chengtu, the capital of the remote western province of Szechwan, 
was described by one missionary in the early 1890's as rapidly be- 
coming the center for missionary work in western China. In his 
opinion, the city was eminently suitable for that purpose, having 
many features valuable in the work of evangelization. It was ideally 
situated in a well watered plain which made famine almost an 
impossibility. It had considerable commerce with Tibet and the 
northern regions, and the inhabitants were accustomed to seeing 
foreigners. There were numerous retired and active officials and 
merchants, many of whom had been to the treaty ports and were 
familiar with foreigners. In 1892 this missionary observer considered 
the prospects for Christian work in Chengtu very bright. Four 
societies were represented: the Methodist Episcopal Mission, the 
China Inland Mission, the Church Mission, and the Canadian 
Methodist Mission. Only a few years before, he reported, Szecl~wan 
had been almost destitute of missionaries, but he took pleasure in 
noting that there were fifteen "messeng-ers of the cross" in the 
city alone.3 

The years following this optimistic observation were poor ones 
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for China. The empire blundered into a disastrous war with Japan 
and by April, 1895, had been forced to accept a humiliating peace. 
Many knowledgeable foreigners predicted that there would be a 
reaction in the form of anti-foreign demonstrations and riots. The 
situation was considered to be very dangerous, because the weak 
Peking government had been discredited by the war and could not 
be depended upon to suppress disturbances and control remote 
provinces.* - 

The missionary societies, however, did not seem to be worried 
about an anti-foreign reaction in Szechwan. The province was cut 
off from the eastern part of the empire by mountain barriers, and 
they doubted that many of the details of the war would reach the 
people or cause any unusual bitterness against foreigners. It seems 
that the missionaries in Chengtu had not notified the societies of 
any evidence of unfriendliness or  of impending disturbances.5 

Nevertheless, the train of events that was to lead to an outbreak 
in Chengtu had already been set in motion the year before. In 1894 
an Imperial Commission had inquired into the malpractices of the 
aged Viceroy of Szechwan, Liu Ping-chang. Liu w a s  disgraced, 
deprived of office, and replaced by Lu Ch'wan-lin, the governor of 
Shensi. However, the Imperial government was in such a state of 
disintegration and corruption that ex-Viceroy Liu was allowed to 
remain in Chengtu even though governor Lu was nominally in 
charge. Ex-Viceroy Liu was believed to be bitterly hostile to - - 
foreigners, whether merchants or missionaries. It was in anticipation 
of his departure in June, 1895, foreigners alleged, that he decided 
to foment trouble in order to show his contempt for both the 
missionaries and Imperial authority.6 

In March, 1895, Liu had his provincial office of foreign affairs 
issue a misleading and provocatCve interpretation of the Berthamy 
Convention, a Franco-Chinese agreement authorizing churches and 
missionary societies, but not missionaries themselves, to purchase 
land and hold deeds. For some thirty years it had served as one of 
the agreements guaranteeing missionaries the right to purchase 
land and establish missions. in the interior. Liu's proclamation 
ordered the cancellation of a sale of property to a missionary and 
warned the public that no property could be sold to missions with- 
out permission of Chinese officials. Any person secretly selling his 
property without permission would be arrested and punished. The 
missionaries believed that Liu had deliberately distorted the con- 
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vention in order to start trouble and eventually drive them out 
of the province.7 

With the publication of Liu's proclamation, Chengtu missionaries 
began to notice that the people were less friendly. For a number 
of weeks thereafter they were aware of increasing "bad talk" 
about foreigners. Apparently some of this arose out of an unsuccess- 
ful attempt by a medical missionary to help a pregnant Chinese 
woman. In part it grew out of customary Chinese suspicion of 
foreigners and their mysterious and "evil" activities. There was, for  
example, the rumor about the great interest foreigners had in a 
large rock outside the east gate of the city which they wanted to1 
take away because it contained precious stones. An even more 
unusual story was that of the talking cow, which predicted that there 
would be a drought and that foreigners would take possession of 
Szechwan. The missionaries knew these stories might eventually 
provoke disturbances and asked officials for a proclamation to put an 
end to them. But all they got from officials was smooth talk and 
assurances that they had nothing to worry about? 

From previous experience, the missionaries knew that they might 
have something to worry about on May 28, the date of the Dragon 
Boat festival, when crowds in holiday spirit could get out of control. 
Their concern became alarm on the 28th when placards appeared 
that seemed designed to produce attacks upon them. The placards 
alleged that foreign "barbaria-ns" were hiring "evil characters" to 
kidnap small children who would be roasted to extract oil. The 
people were warned not to let their children go out. When these 
were discovered on the morning of the 28th in the vicinity of the 
Methodist Episcopal Mission, Harry L. Canright, a member of the 
mission, had some of his faithful natives take them down and 
wrote a note of warning to each of the other missions.0 

During the festival there were no disturbances, but that evening 
Canadian Methodist missionary George E. Kartwell noticed that 
the crowds were not in their customary holiday humor. He became 
alarmed when some of the people returning from the nearby parade 
ground began throwing stones into his compound. It was shortly 
after this that a crowd gathered at the Canadian Mission across 
the street from his residence. According to the Chinese version 
of this affair, the mob gathered there because some Canadian mis- 
sionary allegedly had seized a small child and taken it to  the 
mission.10 When the mob began to stone the compound, doctors 
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David W. Stevenson and 0. L. Kilborn remained quietly inside and 
sent an appeal for help to the district magistrate. After the mob 
broke through their gate, however, they confronted it, fired their 
rifles into the air, and scattered it down the street in both directions. 
They maintained an uneasy vigilance until oficials arrived with 
some twenty "yamen-runners," which brought about a temporary 
lull in the disorder.11 As soon as the police party left, however, the 
mob reformed, rained stones upon the missionaries, and drove them 
back into their residence? 

Unable to secure official protection, they barricaded t11emsel.ves 
and their families in the hospital section of the compound, while the 
mob invaded their dwellings and carried off or demolished every- 
thing. At the same time, others began to batter the liospital com- 
pound gate, until Doctor Kilborn shot a large hole in one of the 
panels andscattered the crowd in a shower of splinters. Taking - 
advantage of this opportunity, they all escaped through a shattered 

- -. 

panel in the gate and sought refuge in several Chinese houses. 
Repelled by their Chinese neighbors, they ran some one hundred - 

yaids to the military barracks on the parade ground, where they 
hoped to find safety. Instead they were met with cries of i-a sze - - 
(sirike dead) and were driven away by howling, cursing, kiclring 
soldiers. It may be that only the fact that they were armed saved 
them from further abuse. They had no alternative but to seek the 
comparative safety of the city wall, from which they saw what - 

remained of their mission going up in flames. By midnight they 
-- 

were able to make their way on the wall to the northern part of the 
city. Unable to get down without help, they sent a note to the 
Methodist Episcopal Mission asking for rope, matches, and sedan 
chairs. With this aid they were able to get to the China Inland 
Mission and temporary safety.13 

From his residence across the street, Hartwell helplessly watched 
the magistrate's feeble efforts to quell the riot and the ensuing 
destruction of the mission. When his servants told him there was no 
chance of getting effective help, he sent his family to the nearby 
Women's Mission Home. During the evening Chinese officials made 
no arrangemehts for the protection of the other missions, even 
though thousailds of troops were available in the city. The following 
morning the mob resumed its work without any effective check by 
responsible officials. It arrived first at Hartwell's place, pounded 
down his gate, and forced him to flee to his neigl~bor's house, where 
he spent the day listening to the looting and destruction of his home. 
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Later that night he was able to  escape to the district magistrate's 
0ffice.14 

After sending help to their Canadian friends on the wall, the 
Methodist Episcopal missionaries decided that their mission was not 
safe and that they should seek the protection of the magistrate. 
When they arrived at his yamen (office), however, he refused to let 
them in and sent them back to their mission with assurances that 
they would be protected. There was no trouble that evening, but by 
9: 30 the following morning a mob had gathered at their gate and 
a shower of stones rained down upon them. The magistrate and 
some twenty yamen-runners arrived but could do little to protect 
them. The heavy gate withstood the mob for a while, enabling them 
to scale their compound wall. By offering money, they persuaded 
their neighbors to let them hide in the loft of an adjacent house. 
Through cracks in the wall they watched the roaring mob tear 
down their mission and carry off everything: gates, walls, dwellings, 
store rooms, chapel, school house, foundation stones, and even their 
flowering trees. Their obliging hosts warded off those who came 
searching for them and they were able to get a message to the 
magistrate requesting protection. At about 10  o'clock that night 
chairs arrived and they were taken to his office under escort.16 

Before 9 o'clock that morning the China Inland Mission received 
Mrs. Hartwell, her two children, and two ladies from the Women's 
Mission. They had barely managed to escape from that mission 
before the mob broke in. Since it seemed that it would be only a 
short time before the mob arrived at the China Inland Mission, 
they decided to flee to the magistrate's office. Even though the chief 
of police and twenty-six men appeared, by 1 0  o'clock the mob had 
grown so turbulent that only six adults and four small children 
were able to leave. After the departure of the sixth sedan chair, the 
uproar became so fierce that the remaining five adults and three 
children went over the back wall. Finding themselves in an alley 
leading to the street occupied by the mob, they ran into a small 
house and packed themselves into a small curtained Chinese bed. 
The protests of the Chinese owner was silenced by a present of 
silver. They remained there quietly, listening to the din of smashing 
glass, crashing timbers, and falling houses, mingled with the yells 
of the looters, as the mob tore the mission apart. After dark they 
called for chairs and reached the safety of the magistrate's office.1" 

Eyewitnesses later told them that the very soldiers who had been 
sent to protect them were the first to rush in to plunder and the most 
prominent in carrying off the loot. One of the missionaries saw a 
large heater in the office of the magistrate under whose protection 
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they found themselves, which could only have come from the 
Canadian Mission. 

When the first party of refugees from the China Inland Mission 
arrived at the magistrate's office, they were humiliated by coarse 
jests from a large crowd of yamen-runners and roughs. They were 
given a few rooms in the magistrate's compound and were joined 
later in the evening by other refugees from the China Inland, 
Canadian Methodist, and Methodist Episcopal missions. The French 
Bishop of Chengtu, who had been wounded in the head by a stone 
when the Catholic mission was destroyed, and a French priest also 
took refuge with the magistrate. By the morning of the 30th there 
were thirty-two men, women, and children jammed in three small 
ten-by-ten rooms. This situation was somewhat improved when the 
French priests demanded and received extra rooms.18 

The day following the destruction of the missions was one of great 
excitement in the city. Wild rumors of every description were cir- 
culated. The missionaries heard that soldiers had been stationed 
around the compound to prevent them from escaping and that 
officials vowed they would never get to Chungking alive. There 
were rumors that a date had been fixed when the mob would break 
in and kill them all. Human bones were carried about in the streets 
as proof of the evil doings of the missionaries, and crowds gathered 
at the yamen to see the skull that had been taken there for the 
magistrate's inspection. A skull and hand were nailed on the wall 
of one of the French Catholic compounds, and since the story was 
spread that three Chinese were found hanging in the Canadian 
mission, chicken blood was splashed on a wall of one of the missions 
to indicate the spot where missionaries murdered their victims. It 
seemed that an effort was made to obtain from each mission evidence 
of the "evil practices" of the missionaries.lD 

Probably the most cleverly contrived story was that of the boy 
who allegedly hadbeen confined in  a tin box underneath the floor 
of the Canadian Mission chapel. The boy, feigning stupification, 
claimed he had been lured into the mission and had been drugged. 
When officials asked three of the missionaries to examine him and 
try to bring him out of his trance, Doctor Stevenson suspected that 
they were really being put on trial. After denying that they had 
anything to do with the boy, Doctor Kiiborn showed the magistrate 
his passport with its language clearly indicating that British subjects 
accused of wrongs were to be sent to a British consul for trial. The 
magistrate understood the limited nature of his jurisdiction over 
them, and the farce about the boy in the box was dropped.20 

Only after all mission property in the city had been destroyed 
did ex-Viceroy Liu attempt to restore order. During the disorders, 
the police chief issued a proclamation, as the missionaries had 
requested, but it was not designed to end the "bad talk" about 
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foreigners. On the contrary, it alleged that missionaries were deceiv- 
ing and kidnapping small children and then suggested that the 
people should not be disturbed because the "evil-doers" would be 
punished. Ex-Viceroy Liu's proclamation of the 29th blamed evil 
characters for fomenting disturbances and authorized severe 
punishment of those who were rioting and looting. This indicated 
to Chinese officials that order should be restored, but Liu's gesture 
came a day too late. On the 30th placards appeared condemning the 
Japanese for seizing Chinese territory, and the British, Americans, 
and French for doing nothing about it. If foreigners wanted to teach 
again, they would have to drive the Japanese back to their own 
country.21 Despite these provocative notices, order was restored 
in Chengtu, although Liu encouraged riots against missionaries in 
other prefectural cities in the province. 

During the riot, Liu attempted to cut off communication with the 
outside world by ordering the telegraph operator in Chengtu not to 
transmit messages for the foreigners. Fortunately, however, Doctor 
Stevenson knew the operator and was able to get a message out to 
the British col~sul at Chungking. The missionaries were somewhat 
relieved on the 30th when they received a telegram from Consul 
J. W. Tratman informing them that he had wired Peking and that 
the Emperor had ordered ex-Viceroy Liu to "comfort the foreigners 
and control the Chinese. 7 Y  22 

Even though the storm had subsided in Chengtu and the mission- 
aries lrnew Liu had been ordered to protect them, they spent a very 
anxious and uncomfortable ten days in the magistrate's compound 
before they were released. Living in abysmal conditions, they tried 
hard to be cheerful and even tried to joke about their situation. 
It was considered too dangerous to sing, but they read psalms and 
prayed. Outside purchases could be made only through yamen 
officials. Their native servants were not allowed to visit them during 
the day, and yet they were moved to a court in the compound 
where they could be watched by hundreds of outsiders and soldiers. 
Their troubles increased when some of the ladies and children be- 
came ill. Although they urged the officials to hasten their departure 
for Chungking, they were told that, regardless of sickness, they 
would have to wait for a "lucky day." The auspicious day turned 
out to be Sunday, June 9. At two o'clock in the morning, they were 
escorted out of Chengtu by the officials and a crowd of sol&ers 
and placed aboard two boats for the trip down the river to Chung- 
kir1g.~3 

Conditions aboard the boats were not much better than those 
in the yamen. During the ten-day trip they were virtually prisoners 
under orders not to go out of their rooms or show themselves at 
windows or doors. There were strict orders not to allow the boats 
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to tie up at any port along the way. One of the missionaries was 
given a room 'for his family "seven chopsticks long by six wide- 
about the size of a Shanghai bed." In such quarters he and his 
family had to live and sleep, with temperatures in the nineties dur- 
ing the day. It was no wonder that his children were sick most of 
the time before they reached the comparative safety of C h ~ n g k i n g . ~ ~  

There had been anti-missionary riots in China before, but rarely 
had they been as destructive as the riot at Chengtu. All the property 
of five missions had been completely destroyed in one day, and the 
missionaries had been humiliated and driven out of the city. 
Temporarily, missionary work in Cheiigtu received a severe check. 
The riot seems to have been well coordinated and well conducted. 
There was no attempt to take life or hunt down any foreigners. 
Apparently the mob understood how far it could go without opposi- 
tion from the au-thorities.25 

The systematic destruction of their property convinced the mis- 
sionaries that the riot had been the work of ex-Viceroy Liu and 
his officials. None of the officials made any serious effort to protect 
the missions, even though there were sufficient forces available for 
that purpose. Troops in the city were armed with rifles and could 
have easily controlled the mob. Moreover, after the destruction of 
the Canadian mission, there was ample time to muster them in 
order to prevent a renewal of the disturbances. The failure of the 
officials to take any action during the riot convinced the missionaries 
that they were lucky to escape with their lives. They did not despair, 
however, and looked forward to the time when they could resume 
their work. Within the year several returned to Chengtu to testify 
before the American Commission which investigated the riot. The 
Treaty Powers saw to it that Liu and other guilty officials were 
punished and that the missions were compensated for their losses. 
With the city and the province pacified, work could be resumed. 
After it was known that all the missionaries had been spared, one 
colleague summed up what certainly must have been in the minds of 
the Chengtu missionaries after their ordeal: "God moves in a 
mysterious way, His wonders to perform." 
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