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Inhoduction

WhileabidingbythethemeoftheSeminar,thetitleofthis
paper has been enhanced so as to correspond better to the

iocumentation used and on account of i1' surprising similarity to tlte

major epochs of chinese history. Here we address ourselves to the

p"rioa rronrthe anival in china of the firstDaughtersofMary Help

orct .i.ti*s (FMA) in lv23up to their expulsion by the then newly

established communist govemment in 1950'

A brief presentation of the turbulent political context of china

that witnessed the arrival of the FMA pioneers sets the stage for

their first 30 years of activity. A table juxtaposing the political

developmens ouring trris period wittr ttre p'rogress of missionary-work

gives agpphic idea of the highly volatile and explosive situation of

wars and revolutions thatcompounded the challenges the sisters faced

in their apostolate of education, evangelization and nurturing of

indigenous vocations-

The paper sheds light on the contribution of the FMA to the

advance of tt 
" 

Salesian ipirit in China through their availability,

sacrifice, indomitable courage in facing severe challenges and above

all their fidelity to the spirit of "Da mihi animas, cetera tolle" by

offeringto youth andthe needy services inkeeping withthecharism

of the tnstitute and in response to the needs of the place and time.
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1. BackgroundBriefing

After ten bloody attempts and some twenty_seven years of
indomitable struggle that claimed innumerable Iives of the revjutionist
heroes Dr. Sun Yat-sen, recognized as the 'Father of the Nation',
finally declared the birttr of the Repubric of china on I laruary 1912.
This had actually brought an end to thousands of years of imperial
dynastic rule in china. The Ttmes of London appraised the event
thus:

"History has witnessed few such surprising revolutions, and
perhaps none of equal magnitude, which has been canied
out in all its later stages with so little bloodshed. whether the
last of those stages has been reached is one of the secrets of
the future. some of those who know china best cannot but
doubt whethera form of government so utterly arien to orientar
conceptions and to orientar traditions as a Republic can be
suddenly substituted for a monarchy in a nation of four
hundred millions of men, whom Kings with semi_divine
attributes have rured since the first dim twilight of history.,'l

lt is not difficult to understand the chaos and disorder thar
followed rhere were massive power stnrggles between the old regime
- the fading mandarins of the bygone reign - and the reformers,-with
their latest conflicting ideologies. At the periphery of the cennal power
and armed forces, one could only imagine the lawlesr r.ouo-dr"lr,
ruffrans, bandits and gangsters flipping around all over. It was under
such taumatic conditions that our courageous missionary pioneers
set foot on china, exactly during the I 920s,' thc darkesi je riod in
thc Republic', and the very spot where the southern r""olutionirt
govemment was counteracting the warlords in the North.

_ 
I 
luorcd in Henry McALLe,A,vy, The Modent History of China,New york,

Praeger Publisher 1967, p. 186.
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2. DefrningtheBoundary

As we all know the spectnrmof 'the Salesian charism" is vast
and multi-faceted both in its expressions and actualizations, and thus
cannot easily be boiled down to few pages. Hence this paper will
limit iself to some of its features stated under the entry 'tharism" in
the latest edition (1982) of ttre FMA Constitutions. In art 76 we read:

'"\ile carry out our mission in the unity of our charism and
the plurality of social-cultural situations, with the adaptability,
courage and creativity which urged Don Bosco to go to the
young.

"Normally this is done through the works proper to the
Institute, oratories, youth centres, schools, and our initiatives
for education, training and helping young people.

"As far as possible, we respond to the particular need of the
local church and area also in other ways, always keeping
with the character of the Institute.

"[n every place and in whatever situation we may be, let us
make these words of our Founder our own: 'I have promised
God that I shall work for my poor boys to my last breath'."

Even a cursory glance at the chronological table below will
suffice to identiS many anelementreferred to above.

3. l4rfudingRoad...SteadySteps

3.1. The TomYellow Eanh the Running Strearn

The 'life cycle' of our sisters' mission in China has been short

- just a span of 30 years. The main source of their history is their
'cronnca' , the written records left by those sisters. When scrolling
down thosepages onemay be surprised seeing thatone yearof their
life history could at times be just an ^A5 size page of narration. However,
looking at the backdrop of the socio-political sinration in which our
sisters live4 the everrestless life-wrestling world around them, it is
not difficultto imagine how overwhelmed they were as ttrey stnrggled



Year Political tensions and
contentions3

FMA expeditions"

t912
J an.

The birth of the Republic of
China, led by Sun Yat-sen

Feb. Elected Yuen Shik-kai
(Cheng mandarin) as

'provisional president'.
Yan ambitiously sets up his

own Northern Army

l9t3 Kuomintang (the N ational
Partyls comes into being

l9l6 Yuen Shik-kai dies. National
Govt established in the

South

1916-1927 lYarlordism: full scale civil wars - North & South

t9t7 - China enters World lVar I
l9l9 Japanese occupation of

Shantung - National May 4

Student Movement

1920 New Canton Military
Government led by Sun

est abl is hed
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to cope with the events of theireveryday lives. Too often almost as a

routine they had to run for their lives from the intensive non-stop

bombardment that lasted for half an hour or more2. Yet admirably,
our sisters were fully engaged in active missionary and community
services. The following table tries to offer ascenario of the major
national events of China injuxtaposition with our sisters' life in those

years.

2 [Anonymousl, Stoia della Missione FMA in Ciln" Anni l92i- lg41.Intemal
documents of FMA, Hong Kong, China Province, p.26.

3 H. McAur-eew, The M o de m H isto ry of C hina, pp. rc)427 ;Immanuel C.Y.

HsI, The Rise of Modern China, New York, Oxford University Press 19832, pp.

452-644.
a lbid., pp.l923-1954.
5 Cunently the national ruling party in Taiwan.



t92t Foundation of Chinese

Connunist Party

1923
15 March

Arrival of six FMA
missionaries in Ho Sai

1924 Shiu Chow6 - Mary Help of
Christians Collese for girls

t925
March

Shelters for the blind and

aged women - orphanage

Sun Yat-sen dies

t926 New missionaries from ltaly.
New clinic in Ho Sai

t927 Co-existence of three self-
styled Chinese governments:

the warlords in Peking, the

Nationalists, the Communists

1928-1937 Fragile Unification - The

Nationalist Government
'Santa Infanzia' opened for
abandoned and physically
impaired young girls. l"
batch of missionaries
homewards

1934 Lok Chong - new clinic
Shanghai - primary &
professional schools,
boarding, hospital services,
parish work

1936 Ho Sai - novitiate
canonically established

1937-1939 $ino-Japanese War (The Nanking Massacre in Dec. 1937)

193 8 i Ho $ai - First 4 Chinese
FMA

t939 Novitiate moved to Shanshai
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6Ahistorical strategic place in South China, siruated at the north of Kwangtung
(Guangdong) and thus the site of numerous battlefields, both north bound and

south bound. It had always served as the entrance to the heart of China and up to
the capital for merchants and especially for Catholic missionaries like Matteo
Ricci. The Vicariate Apostolic of Shiu Chow was erected in 1920. This China
Mission was entrusted to Fr (later Msgr.) Luigi Versiglia who established the
FMA at Ho Sai & Lok Chong.
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1939-1945 World War ll - China ioins the Allies

I 940

..,

f Sr Maria Tch'an dies in

Shanghai-2yrsof
professi on

t94t 4 new professions

1942 2 new professions

1944 tSr Rosa Tong dies in

Shanghai-3yearsof
professi on

tSr Maria Russo dies in Shiu

Chow

L945-1949 Civil War - Nationalists vs Communists

1945

-.z

tSr Giovanna Rossi dies in

Ho Sai

Two German missionaries

take shelter in Macau.

First house in Macau

1946

16 May

Province of China

canonically erected with 26

sisters,5 houses

1949 5 new professions

1 0ctober 1949 Establishurent of the People's Republic of China

r950 3 new professions

1953 All missionaries and local sisters (except 5) were forced to leave

China and settled in Hong Kong

As recorded in an internal document, the demography of the

FMA in China from 1923-l954is as followsT:

FMA53: Missionaries -34
l.ocalsisters -19
r Deceased -M
r Repatriated - 17 (missionaries)

r Movedtootherprovinces -04(missionaries)

7 Storia della Missione FMA in Cina - Anni l92j-1945, p.83
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3.2. ATale ofTwo Citief (non-ftction): Vcartate Apostolic of
Shiu Cho - Slnnghai

3.2.1 ToBeorNottoBe

To highlight the 50n anniversary in L922of the foundation of
the Institute of the FMA, the embarkation of missionaries to new
horizons could only have been most significant and desirable. It was

then that Msgr. Luigi Versigli4 the Apostolic Vicar of Shiu Choq
where there were already 60,000 inhabitants, urged in his appeal for
helping hands from the FMA. They were expected to share his load
in the education and evangelization of young girls and women, and
especially for the formation of indigenous vccations, including those
who would be the pioneers of a local religious congregation he was
planning to found. He finally succeeded in welcoming six missionaries
from Italy, who arrived at Shiu Chow on 15 March 1923, marking a

historical milestone.

Thanks to the painstaking research by the participans of the
previous Seminar in Hong Konge, we have concise illustrations of the
episodes concerning the genesis and exodus of our missionaries in
China in the first three decades, theirendeavours and predicaments.

There is a great temptation to plagiarism, except for that the events
here are depictedin thelightof ourcharism. Besides highlighting the
various challenges faced by our FMA pioneers in the Far East
(including China), Sr Loparco rightly pointed out in her paper that

8 Related readings: Domingos LeaNo,Thz Political Situation in Chiru in I 920-
30 and lts Efects on Salesians in Nestor C. Iupu,tm (ed.), The Begtnning of thz
Sglesian Presence in East Asra. Vol. I. (= ACSSA - Variq 2). Hong Kong, [no
publisherl 20016, p.3345; Carlo Socot, Tlu Birth of tlu China Province and the
Expansion of thz Salesian Work in East Asia (1926-1927 in N.C. lv.pwro, The
Beginning of the Salesian Presence..., l, p. 47-61; Grazia Lopanco, Thz Arrival of
the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians in thz Far fost in N.C. lvprl.tw, The
Beginning of the Salesian Presence..., tr, pp. 15-34; Elena Mrnever-lB The Mission
of thz Daughters of Mary Help of Christians in China in N.C. lueeuoo, TIU
Beginning of the Salesiatt Presence..., [, pp. 3545.

e N.C. Ir,rpeuoo,The Beginning of the Salesian Presence...,l-fl.
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their arrival was "[. ..] charactenzsdby the educative nature of the

institute"ro, and furttrerreffirme4 "The missionades' letters testiS
totheiravailability to serve as neede4 accordingto the initial requests,

and the effon to develop works that respond to the spirit of the

Institute."r I Their fidelity was to such a point that "One could sense

acertain tensionbetrveen the availability of the FMA, faittrfulness to
the spirit of the Instinrte, and the requ*s for evangelization put forward

by Msgr. Versiglia [...J"''
Though compromise was made later, tensions continued to grow

between the Superior Sr Parri Falmira and Msgr. Versiglia, later

succeeded by Fr Ignatius Canazei who then headed &e newly born

Salesian Witatoria. Disputes ranged from decisions on designating

an institute for young people as "orphanage" or "boarding", setting

up of oratory or school to matters regarding religious instnrction,
commitrnent to the assaiation of the indigenous religious, etc. In fact,

the struggles were related to the process of discerning what was

better suited to translating the apostol.ic ideals into concrete action.

Albeit all this dissent, there isn't the faintest doubt that they were all
good 'salesians' ; just that they were too zealous in accomplishing the

mission entrustedto them. Collaboration is alongprocessof learning

through pains, patience, respcf tactics andtime.

3.2.2 * Da mihi animas, cetera tolle"

Art.22 of the FMA Constitutions describes the features of
'poverty' characteristic of the sisters, which should be a perfect echo

of Sr John Bosco's motto and a sign of theirfaithfulness tothe spirit
ofthehholyfounder:

"Our poverty t...1 a necessary requirement of 'Da mihi
animas, cetera tolle' for ttre (FMA). Let her also be ready to

r0 G Lopanco, The Arrival of the Daughters of Mary Help of Christians...,

tt lbid.,p.23,
t2 lbid., p.27.

p.15
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suffer heat, cold, hunger, thirst, fatigue and contempt, willing
to sacrifice everything as long as she can co-operate with
Christ for the salvation of young people."

The present Provincial Secretary of the FMA China Province
Sr Elena Miravalle, who has been holding this job for over a decade,

has already offered in her paper a systematic account of the FMA
activities and their expansion in China from their arrival to their
establishment in Macau and Hong Kong in 1950.t3

rWhether in [Io Sai, Shiu Choq [ok Chong in the south or later
in Shanghai, thebig metropolitan city in the north, they were mainly
engaged in schools ofdifferent levels and grades frorn nursery to
high school, orphanage and boarding, vocational training centre,
oratory, catechism and services for the church, clinic and shelter for
the physically impaired, and even service in hospitals and military
hospitals. Whether they were 'worl<s proper to the instilute' ot
'response to the particulnr need of the local charch and area',
as indicated in the aforementioned art.76 of the Constitutions, they
were all expressions of the charisrnin action.

Besides difficulties of language and comrnunication, adaptation

and inculturation, our sisters also faced countless hardships and
intimidations: wars and death threatq flights from bombardments,
diseases, arrest, intenogations, anxieqr, isolatiou fearand loss. They
often had to endure great poverty due to tre lack of means of support
whethereoonomic ormedical. In fact, as the.Storiadella Missione
FMA in Cinn pointd out, already frorn ffre year l9?5 whe,n our
siste,m landed in Crhina, otherthan thedifficulties of the langu4gq ttrc
disasters of poverty andfrre sacrifices of theapostolate, there was

another factor that made li:fe very dif,Eculq and ttrat not only forthe
missionaries - the wars. ra If we rurn back to the chronological table
reported above, one is overwhelmed b5l the extent and duration of

13 E. Mnrvar.r-e" Tlu Mission of the Daughters of Mary Help of Chrisrians...,
pp. 3545.

ta Storia dclla Missiotu FMA in Cha - Anni 1923-1945, p.8.



4M LauraChaupuiHar

war. On the other hand, we can only admire the courage, constancy,

faithfulness and creativity of our missionaries under such duress and

physical constrains. Notonly didthey notreac! they wereproactive
instead.

It is recorded that already inl97? the 'pirates' and the soldiers

were fighting in the backyard of the sisters in Ho Sai, and by the end

of the same year, the house was invaded by hundreds of
'revolutionary' soldiers. Yet at the same time a group of young

catechists received the medals of Mary Immaculate, turning to her

for patronage; later this became an association in our oratories.rs

Thedramatic story continues andbrings us to 1938, to Shanghai,

where ourhouse was completely destroyed in bombing. The sisters

had to start again from the very beginning, right from the scratch.

Down at Ho Sai, where the fighting and poverly was not less fierce a

historical and memorable event took place - the profession of the

first four indigenous FMA.r6

Also in other sources, though on a smaller scale, we find
episodes recounting the heroic deeds of our sisters in Shanghai, amid

perilous and miserable life challenging conditions. Some episodes

appear really adventurous.

One of the reports in the 'Notiziario delle Figlie di Maria
Ausiliatrice' stated that our sisters there, "other then looking after

the wounded solders, helped the mass of refugees gathered in the

refugee camps, tending to those suffering from cholera with great

generosity".rT To meet the innumerable demands of the multiple
services especially during wartime, the utmosturgency was to finda
station from where they could launch out.It was then thatthey found

a small house, abandoned by the Japanese Eoops, which was actually

in a dilapidated and messy state. Our courageous sisters just threw

t5 lbid.
t6 lbid., p.21.
t7 Giuseppe CnccIe, Dalla Cina - In Shanghai, mente perdura in guerra..."

in Il Notiziario delle Figlie di Maria Ausiliarnce, N. 8-9, 1938.
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themselvesinto action, picked up thepieces andrestored itto a more
or less habitable condition. Just a couple of days later it welcomed2{
young girls working in a nearby Japanese factory sheltering them
fromimmediate moral and social dangers andharassment.

The founding ofthe new school fortheworking-class children
also the following yearin Shanghai could make us wide-eyedrs.In a

rural area of the city, Chapei, where there never had been a school
for girls, the missionaries were besieged by pleas to open a school for
such purpose. Obviously the financial situation of our sisters was

contrary to such a project. Since the social demand concerned the
charism proper, they went ahead adapting to their needs whatever
they foundto be useful.

The sisters found an old pagoda that had been used for
schooling and was deserted then. Though the surroundings were fully
furnished with Buddhist statues and decorative objects, the central
hall offered ample space to gather a relatively sizable group. Our
sisters did not think twice but immediately seized the opporunity to
occupy the place and did their best to convert it into classrooms. In
fact, the side chambers still preserved many old coffins .. as per the
old Chinese custom of keeping the corpses for a later burial - but left
abandoned during the wars, some remnants actually exposed. WeIl,
let the dead bury their dead! The lively missionaries instead set to
raising the living. Fortunately the old inhabitants neithercomplained
nor interfered! Their presence was completely quiet and calrn At the
beginning of the classes the dead tenants numbered more than the
live. The student strength, however, increased day by day. Soon there

were 200 studens and many still in the waiting list.

There are very many such stunning incidences and accounts.

Some have been recorded and maybe there are many still to be

discovered.

't Giuseppe Ceccut, "Dalla Cinn. - Unn scuola... in pieno stile '900! .. ." in Il
Notiziario delle Figlie di Maria Ausiliatrice, N. 8-9, 1939.
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Onthe otherhan( events like therepaniation of missionaries
and the loss of even young sisters should have been painful and

confusing. Persecutions under communists were certainly ordeals.
Yet, listening to the live testimonies of the sisters who survived that
epoch seems like watching scenes from a movie; their usual comment
is, 'How beautiful was the life of those days!'

Concluding Remarks

Looking back at the courage and fidelity of our sisters in China
inthe frstthree decades of the history of theChinese Province amid
the unending and mounting urmuhrous conditions, we cannot but admire

their determination and fidelity to their commifinents. By the time
they transfened to Hong Kong, there were already 18 Chinese sisters,

all born in wartime. Their retreat to Hong Kong resulted in new
apostolic vineyards in Taiwan, the Philippines, Metnam andAustralia-
The fue in their hearts will go on. Don Bosco's dream of China should
come true. "Yes, we can!"


