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        Nellie J. Arnott’s Angolan diaries provide a lens through which we can examine the Congregational mission experience in Portuguese West Africa, as well as a means to examine the personal change which she as a missionary experienced in her seven years of service.  Serving under the auspices of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) and the Woman’s Board of Missions of the Interior (WBMI), Arnott recorded in her diaries and notebooks observations about Angola and its people, her own personal thoughts, and her work as a teacher of Umbundu girls and women. Arnott’s private writing located her daily missionary work within a public context as she prepared material for publication in U.S. mission-oriented magazines and wrote “circular letters” to a wide network of supporters at home. As an American missionary in a country colonized by Portugal, Arnott grappled with questions about transnational relationships as they were being played out in individual lives during an era of imperialism. At the same time, her regular diary entries demonstrate gendered personal writing shaped by models of middle-class domesticity.
    This essay for the Competing Kingdoms website is a modified version of our introduction to an edition of Arnott’s African diaries. The essay highlights sections of our introduction most clearly connected with conference themes, condensing others less directly related to Arnott’s experiences in Angola. In particular, we examine the rationale for the importance of Arnott’s writings and situate her in the histories of American domesticity and of the women’s missionary movement at the turn of the 20th century. We provide context about the complicated political situation of American Congregational missionaries working in the Angolan highlands, where Portuguese control had only recently been extended. We also trace the development of Arnott’s own thinking, from a focus on conversion to a deep concern with the education and health care of Umbundu women in Angola.  Together these themes demonstrate the complex nature of teaching in a location where the colonial government was often unfriendly to ABCFM missionaries. Arnott herself saw firsthand the effects of domestic slavery and contract labor (really slavery in most cases) on Umbundu women affiliated with the mission stations.
     Home on furlough, Arnott married her long-time suitor Paul Darling in 1913 and withdrew from an active role in the foreign mission field, though she remained connected to the mission network in the U.S.  Her diaries, scrapbooks, and photo album from Angola are in the Bancroft Library at the University of California-Berkeley.  
