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Private Writing and Public Networking:

Nellie Arnott’s Missionary Diaries from Angola, 1905-1912

Ann Ellis Pullen and Sarah Robbins, Kennesaw State University

Tues. July 4, 1905

Well, today has seemed to be far from the holiday I have always known.  I think of the children in the home land celebrating & I look back to my childhood & girlhood & think of many happy hours spent on the Fourth of July. Such picnics & family & neighborhood gatherings as we have had on this day. . . . My ears were quick to hear someone play the tune of America on a piano accross [sic] the way. It almost made me homesick. But God is blessing me & I believe He will use me in this foreign land to the salvation of some of His black ones. He more than makes up to me the separation from native land, & home & Lover. Bless His Holy Name!


Writing from the coastal town of Benguela, where she waited with other Congregational missionaries for the final stage of a long journey to the “up-country” interior highlands of what is now Angola, Nellie Arnott reflected on celebrating an American holiday in an African setting. In a leather-bound diary given to her by Protestant mission movement supporters before she left the United States, Arnott was keeping a private record that, already in 1905, had clear public dimensions. For example, she used her diary in part as a space to draft texts she could revise for supporters back home. Thus, her personal writing often envisioned bringing others along with her on her travels to distant locales. Furthermore, even in her most inward-looking meditations—typically linked to Bible verses or familiar Christian prayers—Arnott’s private writing located her thinking and her daily missionary work within a public context by tapping into the institutional structures of the American women’s foreign mission movement during its turn-of-the-century heyday. In that context, her particular overseas posting entailed working as an American missionary in a country colonized by a European power—Portugal. The colonial situation in Angola meant that she and her colleagues found themselves in a complex political setting in which they were often called upon to negotiate between Portuguese and the Umbundu.  Arnott’s diaries thus offer commentary about imperial politics as they were being played out in individual lives. At the same time, Nellie Arnott was also composing her regular diary entries as gendered personal writing shaped by models of middle-class domesticity.  

Nellie Arnott’s missionary diaries span the years from her journey across the Atlantic to Portuguese West Africa in 1905 through her 1912-13 return to the United States, when she rather abruptly wed childhood companion Paul Darling. Born in Massachusetts in 1873, Arnott was 32 years old when she left for Angola.  After spending her childhood in Iowa, where she graduated from Nashua High School, she embarked on a journey south to teach in American Missionary Association  (AMA) schools.  Writing to her grandchildren many years later, Arnott connected her desire to teach African-American children with hearing her mother read Uncle Tom’s Cabin. “One day I said to her,” she wrote, “’when I am big I am going to be a teacher and missionary to the negro[e]s. I never let go of that desire.”
 

Arnott spent two years at the Beach Institute in Savannah, where she lived next door to the school, often visiting her students’ families and apparently interacting very little with the city’s white population.  After leaving Savannah, she spent three years at the Lincoln Institute in Meridian, Mississippi.  Here she met Sarah (Sadie) Stimpson of Massachusetts, who persuaded Arnott to join her as she planned to become a Congregational missionary in Angola.  Arnott resigned from her AMA post and in 1899 enrolled at Moody Bible Institute in Chicago to prepare for mission service. Much to her disappointment, health problems delayed her departure for Angola until 1905.   Clearly envisioning herself as preparing for a professional career as a mission educator, she completed a kindergarten teaching course at Oberlin College shortly before she embarked on her journey.
  

Arnott arrived in Angola, which she knew as Portuguese West Africa, in a time of considerable political turmoil. She joined a mission enterprise which the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) had founded in 1880. Stirred by a call to help make atonement for slavery and to evangelize “the last stronghold of the Prince of Darkness,”
 the ABCFM chose Angola as a destination based upon a report indicating the climate was healthy, the interior accessible, and local Umbundu communicative.
 The ABCFM decided to locate in the highlands of Angola, far to the interior, at an elevation of some 5000 feet.  Eventually settling inland at Bailundu,
 the ABCFM by 1905 had established other mission stations in the highland states, including Arnott’s station, Kamundongo in Bié.
   

Even though the Atlantic slave trade had been had been banned by Anglo-Portuguese treaty in the 1830s, the highlands-coastal slave trade continued under other guises in Angola.  By a Portuguese law passed in 1899, all natives in overseas colonies were legally obligated to work. Using this legislation as an excuse, many Africans were rounded up and sent as “contract” laborers (serviçaes) to plantations on the Portuguese islands of São Tomé and Principe, which had grown wealthy through the cultivation of cocoa. The contract labor system on the cocoa plantations was nothing more than a thin disguise for slavery, as many contemporary commentators, including Nellie Arnott herself, observed. In a letter home as she visited São Tomé on her journey to Angola, she explained that “Under the Portuguese law each one is asked if he will go to St. Thomas & work for seven years.  He puts a cross for his name & is given a number which is tied about his neck. If any live the seven years [,] the contract is renewed,” she continued, explaining that the workers were “too ignorant to know when the time is up or what the renewal means.” 
           

        In 1902 the “Bailundo Revolt” broke out, ostensibly as a result of a disagreement between a Portuguese trader and one of the native chiefs. What was really at issue were long-standing Umbundu grievances over trade, contract labor, and sovereignty, coupled with the Portuguese desire to extend control over the Bailundo area once and for all. Missionaries in the Bailundu area did not directly participate, contrary to Portuguese assertions. Although Umbundu leaders communicated with some of the missionaries, the Protestants themselves had mixed feelings about the revolt and actually provided Portuguese in the nearby fort with food and medical assistance. In general, the missionaries were reluctant to do anything to risk angering the Portuguese, whose permission they could needed to remain in Angola. For the moment, the Portuguese adopted some short-lived reforms, but within a few years the situation had, if anything, worsened, as increasing numbers of Portuguese came to the highlands in search of lucrative trade and contract laborers.

     
In the aftermath of the Bailundo Revolt, the Portuguese began to take official action against the ABCFM missions. The Portuguese questioned the legality of the missions; the ABCFM responded that the Berlin Act of 1885 and the Anglo-Portuguese Treaty of 1891 both presumably guaranteed religious toleration.  The governor-general of the colony argued, however, that the highlands were not covered in these treaties and, in that area, the teaching of religions other than Catholicism was therefore forbidden.  By this time, then, the ABCFM missionaries faced an uncertain situation, in which the local Portuguese authorities more than ever turned a blind eye to anti-mission activities on the part of settlers and traders.  In 1904, therefore, the West Central Africa Mission sent William H. Sanders, one of the original Angola missionaries, home to Boston to confer with the Board of the ABCFM.
  

This was the volatile situation awaiting Nellie Arnott when she arrived in West Africa, joining Reverend Sanders and his wife as they returned from their trip to the U.S. With matters still unresolved between the ABCFM and the Portuguese, Sanders carried instructions that the mission stations should continue in their work, disregarding the governor-general’s stance.
  Even though Arnott's diaries do not express detailed concerns about political matters, her writing reflects the myriad ways in which mission stations and the neighboring Umbundu were affected by conflict with the Portuguese. Arnott may have had little understanding initially of the degree to which Angola was undergoing profound social and economic change.
 But in fact, during the period in which she was a mission teacher, events set in motion by the Bailundo Revolt often led the missionaries to be caught in the middle of Umbundu-Portuguese strife. The advent of increasing numbers of Portuguese traders and settlers into the highlands, coupled with a decline in native prosperity due to the depression in wild rubber prices, made the Umbundu increasingly vulnerable to the Portuguese. The missions were vulnerable as well, as indicated by a series of mysterious fires at Arnott’s Kamundongo station.
 “It is generally believed that the buildings are set on fire by the slaves of the Portuguese,” Arnott wrote; “as soon [as] they [the Portuguese] see any prosperity in the Station then there is the effort to hinder the work if possible.”

Arnott's diary entries tend to gloss over the potential danger the missionaries faced, due in part to her deep religious conviction; writing on August 18, 1905, she commented that “We know not what moment another fire will break out or how long we will have a roof over our heads.  Our eyes are unto God. We are in His keeping.”   Her seeming calm in the face of this unsettled situation also may have been due in part to her past experience teaching in the American South, where outsiders sponsored by mission organizations such as the AMA were not generally welcomed by the local white population. In addition, she may have taken some comfort from the rising campaign in Britain and the U.S. against contract labor in Africa, one of the main flash points in relations between the Portuguese and the missionaries. 
Anglo-American authorities were ever-eager to raise sentiment against the Portuguese, seen as a possible threat to British interests in Northern Rhodesia, which lay between Angola and Mozambique. The editors of Harper’s Magazine commissioned British journalist Henry W. Nevinson to go to Angola to investigate the rumors that the slave trade continued. Traveling throughout Angola itself as well as São Tomé and Principe in late 1904 and early 1905, Nevinson revealed the sham of the “contracts” which laborers signed.
  His highly publicized findings were published in book form in 1906 as A Modern Slavery.  Despite such encouraging signs of support, the period of Nellie Arnott's service in Angola, 1905 to 1912, was one of continued unrest between the ABCFM missionaries and the Portuguese.

The construction of the Benguela railroad, begun in 1902 and gradually extended into the highlands over the next decade, helped to erode further the traditional Umbundu economy based 
on the caravan trade and to accelerate Portuguese settlement in the highlands. Trade was integral not only to the economy of the Umbundu, but to the native social structure as well, for trading operations helped to bolster the power of traditional rulers. The decline in the caravan trade made it far easier for the Portuguese to undermine the rulers’ autonomy and authority.  Newly established Portuguese administrators in the highlands began to handpick native headmen (sekulu), thus providing an appearance of native sovereignty while extending control over the native population.

While often dismayed at Portuguese harassment of uncooperative native rulers, Arnott and her colleagues hoped to reduce the influence of a central figure in Umbundu society—the ocimbanda, a native healer and priest, or, to the missionaries, the “witch-doctor.”  His presumed ability to communicate with the spirits through his “divining basket,” as well as his knowledge of native plants, roots and herbs, gave him great authority in the community.  While many were skilled in healing, their potions could be ineffective or dangerous, especially in situations arising from a complicated childbirth or childhood illness.  One of the greatest advantages of the missionaries was their medical knowledge, but they struggled against the natives’ fears about disregarding the ocimbanda’s advice.
  Younger women were more likely to come to the mission for treatment, as Arnott explained in her diary entry of September 14, 1905: "Have been caring…for Anna, a little motherless native girl who has a fever. Her grandmother wanted her to go to the village so she could divine over her but she came to us."

The role of women in Umbundu society was complex. Polygyny was common and women were to accept the system “without question."
  It was more prevalent, however, in border areas where female slaves were relatively inexpensive compared to paying bridewealth (ilombo) for a free wife.  Concubines could be acquired as a result of debt settlements, and while theoretically they were pawns that would eventually be returned when the debt was paid, they were often sold as slaves in the meantime.
 Wrote Arnott about one such complicated situation at the mission station:  “Since Mueno’s death a man has come to claim one of his wifes [sic] & all his children as his slaves, saying when the woman was a girl she was taken from him & he has never received anything for her. . . .  I feel we cannot lose them this way.”
 

In traditional society, Umbundu men were traders and hunters, while women planted, cultivated, harvested and processed crops.  Women and girls might also travel with caravans, carrying goods, gathering firewood and cooking.  The plight of such young females especially moved Arnott, who wrote home that “It was pitiful to see them walk all the way with those loads.”
 Caravan work, however, often represented economic opportunity to young Umbundu women; their mothers at home, however, might have to utilize the labor of female slaves to do the work which their daughters had abandoned. 
Slaves held by the Umbundu were generally from other ethnic groups, purchased through trade or captured in raids, and were distinguished from pawns and other dependents.  Ordinary Ovimbundu—and even slaves themselves—might own slaves. In Arnott’s day, Christianized natives sometimes held slaves or pawns as well, especially those they had inherited. Slave women performed menial tasks, could be traded and, not surprisingly, were vulnerable to sexual exploitation.  Children of a slave woman were considered slaves as well.  For female missionaries like Nellie Arnott, female slavery was an abuse that could be mitigated through the adoption of a monogamous Christian lifestyle in which women might find protection from exploitation and harsh labor.

Children were prized in Umbundu society, integrated into the life of the village from birth. A mother commonly took her infants to the fields, secured to her back with a length of cloth. Even very young children helped with tasks such as gathering wood or fetching water. Children essentially learned by example and through participating in rituals, adult conversation and traditional music.
 

Given her longstanding interest in young children and their learning, and consistent with the mission movement’s vision of women’s proper work for the Christian enterprise overseas, Arnott was quite deeply committed to teaching in a mission school. The goals, content and method of her early pedagogy were not completely in tune with local customs in the early days of her posting, of course. Initially, for instance, Arnott’s main aim was to teach her students to read print texts of the Bible. Nonetheless, with her training in kindergarten curriculum, Arnott was also prepared from the outset to build on the program for local children’s learning established by one of the early ABCFM missionaries, Annie M. Fay, whose teaching approach was based on songs, games, and pictures, and was thus relatively compatible with Umbundu practices for children to learn experientially.
 Furthermore, as she acquired the ability to communicate in Umbundu and grew to appreciate many native customs, Arnott’s teaching methods expanded and she developed strong personal ties with many of her students. Indeed, based on the affectionate letters former students wrote to her as “dear little Nellie” even after she had been back in the United States for years, they certainly seem to have been convinced of her sincere feelings for them. 
 She also came to believe strongly in the local people’s ability to serve as teachers and leaders themselves. In that context, she came to see her own work primarily as preparing future educators, therefore emphasizing how much “it pays to give one’s life to the training of native teachers. They are the ones who must reach the Angola population.”

Arnott’s Diaries as Travel Writing

      While Arnott’s diaries reveal much about the local population and about mission and Ovimbundu relations with the Portuguese, they are also important for the context they provide for Arnott as a 19th-century travel-writer, communicating with friends in America.  For women missionaries like Arnott, travel could be framed within rationales consistent with cultural norms; as Mary Suzanne Schriber asserts, the travel of missionary women to foreign lands was cast as benevolent service, not selfish consumption. "Such women as these traveled for 'womanly' purposes, in keeping with conventional ideas of women's place and role as domestic creatures charged with the care of men, the education of children, and the promulgation of Protestant, Anglo-Saxon, and middle-class virtues and values. Accordingly, 'womanly' travel escaped the censure leveled . . .  at travel as mere 'public amusement'".
   

This highly positive but rather prescriptive view of women missionaries' travel is important to keep in mind when evaluating Nellie Arnott's African diaries as American cultural productions of her own day. The special sanction allotted to women's travel to foreign mission fields provided enhanced access to publication in the many books and periodicals about the movement. This positive stance toward missionary travel also predisposed readers to expect certain types of narratives. In terms of Nellie Arnott's personal diary-writing as a practice space for more public compositions, we can see that the dominant view of missionary women's work (and the travel associated with it) as motherly outreach to “natives” in need of Christianizing would have encouraged her to construct certain plot lines and characterizations. Authors used a strategic blending of “contact zone” travel discourse and domestic tropes to depict their experiences as maternal teachers in foreign settings. That is, they adapted a plotline that had been developed in the antebellum era to portray mothers' management of children's literacy in the home as a vehicle for describing women's motherly missionary teaching.
 

This set of discursive techniques, capitalizing on a shared sense of maternal duty, helped writers like Nellie Arnott describe their otherwise “foreign” cultural work to women back home in highly accessible ways. For example, in a piece of her own published writing that Arnott saved in her scrapbook, she described her efforts to provide motherly teaching for local Africans: "Yesterday I went to a group of villages and had three meetings. At the first were about forty-five, mostly women & children….They listened well while I told them about John the Baptist & Jesus['] entrance upon his ministry."
 However, adopting a view of "the Other" as needing motherly guidance also encouraged missionary women writers to position themselves as inherently superior to the local people they served.
 Representing Africans as child-like was also in line with depictions of native culture in much other travel writing of Arnott’s day, an era when imperialism’s ideology permeated women’s as well as men’s travel writing, though in different ways.
 

Especially in the early stages of her diary writing, but also occasionally in later pieces, Nellie Arnott sometimes assumed a stance that emphasized her superiority over the local people she had come to evangelize. For example, when Arnott first arrived in coastal Angola, she wrote in her diary entry of July 11, 1905:   “This morning we walked around & saw the market.  It was all new & strange to me. The women with their babies sitting near their wares & selling what they can. The huge collar worn by some of the women, the dirt & all was most sickening. These people are truly without God in this world & to think that most of them will go to the grave with out any hope. How I long to talk to them!” 
Despite recoiling from the aspects of the local people’s lives that she viewed as foreign, even early on Arnott felt great sympathy for their struggles. During the caravan inland, one of the young Ovimbundu girls working as a carrier asked to stay with her. Arnott described her response: “My little friend Nakanjya comes & sleeps in my tent every night.  She seems to be such a nice little girl & it is hard to see her carry the load she does each day.  Such a hard sad life for the children of Africa.  I am truly glad God has called me to work among them for a time at least” (Diary, July 27, 1905). While Arnott’s final comment in this entry points to a persistent view of herself as a potential savior of inferiors, we can also see her already beginning to identify more closely with the Umbundu, especially the young girls. 

In that regard, as was the case with a number of women missionary teachers around the world, the challenge of learning a foreign language helped undermine any initial sense of superiority Arnott had felt in relation to the local people. For instance, on November 13 of 1905, she confided to her diary: "It seems to me that I cannot work with the children until I can talk more. It does seem as though I am very slow. The last two days my heart has just been pressed down because of my slowness in the language." As she made progress in her studies through oral practice, Arnott gradually formed relationships with individual residents of the mission community.  In her diaries and in her published works she shared a more positive view of native abilities than some other missionaries working in Angola, based on contrasts between their writing and hers. For example, Bertha Stover, one of Arnott’s  older colleagues, who had been in Angola since 1882, in a pamphlet written for mission supporters at home consistently depicted the  “typical Umbundu woman” as one who lived in squalor, superstitious and ignorant. “She can talk of her pigs and goats but knows nothing of her soul. It is almost impossible for her to comprehend a spiritual thought,” Stover informed her readers.
 

On the other hand, we need to examine the interplay between Arnott's strong religious commitment and the ideological stress points in passages such as this description of several "girls" at her mission station declaring their conversions to Christianity:

Friday, March 1 [1912]

Spent the evening in talking with Efuku, Nalungu, Julia, Margarieta & Vaseulela. They all have expressed a desire to confess Christ, & I have been trying to make them realize what it means. I'm so glad of the spirit they manifest. I have been praying for this for a long time….May these dear girls ever be kept in the path of righteousness & never yield to the many temptations around them.

Composed in the weeks leading up to her furlough, and not long after she celebrated her twenty-fifth anniversary of having "confessed Christ in the Nashua Congregation at church" back in the U.S. as a girl (Diary, January 10, 1912), Arnott's entry of early March understandably reflects her excitement that young people in Kamundongo were ready to attest to their faith. Along similar lines, we should note her reporting on the sad parting from these young women toward the end of the month, as she headed home for furlough: "My girls followed a long way crying & I too want to cry when I think of them" (Diary, March 26, 1912). But neither can we regard her accounts as comprehensive, reliable portraits, in and of themselves.  As T. Minh-Ha Trinh has warned in her critique of anthropologically-oriented writing such as mission discourse, when depicting Natives from other cultures, Whites typically construct "a perfect reflection" of themselves rather than a portrayal fully acknowledging the complexity of Others' lives. Meanwhile, Trinh notes, Natives remain "the handicapped who cannot represent themselves," so that "they are entrapped in a circular dance where they always find themselves a pace behind the white saviors,"
 as they are, quite literally, in Arnott’s description above.

Given critiques like Trinh’s, even while recognizing Arnott's increasingly sympathetic stance, we must not assume that her diaries provide a reliable and complete interpretation of Umbundu women and society.  After all, voices of Umbundu women themselves are generally missing from her accounts, so we can only infer how they reacted to missionaries like Arnott.
 In that vein, scholars such as Fola Soremekun, Douglas Wheeler and Diane Christensen lament the lack of “oral narratives for Angolan history," making it necessary, for example, to rely on accounts from Portuguese officials or missionaries to study the Bailundo Revolt.
 However, Luisa Mastrobuono does argue that female missionaries, despite having “a specific evangelical agenda,” can be valuable sources for the history of Angola, particularly since “they often recorded economic and social practices among the Ovimbundu which directly affected women.”
 And Arnott’s diaries certainly fit this characterization, including, as they frequently do, detailed descriptions of daily life among the women and children at her mission posting, such as their practices for food preparation. 
     Several relevant questions emerge when we set Arnott’s diaries as travel writing within the context of her larger body of compositions about her experiences in Africa, including the multimodal texts in the scrapbooks she assembled after returning home to the United States, marrying, and settling down as a wife and mother. In the scrapbooks, it is particularly difficult to sort out differences between Arnott's own personal beliefs and the rhetorical techniques she is borrowing from the patterns of writing about mission work as travel that were readily available in her day. For instance, what do we make of Arnott's pasting in a picture postcard of African children that highlights negative, race-based stereotypes? How do we reconcile such choices with the more positive images of natives in the same scrapbook, such as photographs of African teachers and students at work? Do postcards sent to her by other missionaries, when pasted into the scrapbooks, reflect Arnott’s own attitudes, even when the images there seem to contradict the affirming connections with Africans she had developed over time while living there? Would Arnott have explained the difference by noting that the latter had been “Christianized”? In choosing to include both celebratory texts about the progress of Christian Africans and negative stereotypes of “heathens” in her scrapbook, was Arnott merely acknowledging others’ views, or was she constructing a hybrid argument of her own, seeking somehow to accommodate both the persistent racial hierarchy of mission discourse in general and her own positive connections with people she had known personally while in Africa—individuals she identifies with pride in scattered margin notes?
 While such questions certainly cannot be answered definitively, raising them points simultaneously to the need for more work on writing by mission travelers like Arnott and to our increased understanding of cross-cultural interaction that may eventually emerge from such research.

Arnott’s Diaries as Record of the Mission Movement

      Significant as Arnott’s diaries are as travel literature, they may be even more important for their representation of another journey, also traceable in the small, lined pages she filled over almost a decade of writing; she used her writing to try out, question, and refine an evolving social role made available through one of the most compelling institutional structures of her day—the American women’s foreign mission movement.
 

          Grateful to female friends who were providing financial, spiritual, and emotional support, Arnott wrote as she journeyed to Angola that the labor she was about to take up was "as truly their work as mine.”
 Indeed, the very diary in which she chronicled her first year’s experiences as a foreign missionary had been given to her in Boston by an avid supporter of the movement, just before Arnott crossed the Atlantic. Finally reaching  Kamundongo on August 8, 1905,  Nellie Arnott depicted her first sight of  the mission station where she would spend a large portion of  the next seven years:
Kamundongo.  After a good night’s rest & sleep in the open I arose early & we left our last camping place.  In three hours we were here.  The children met us a long distance out with glad happy faces & songs of joy.  They carried flags & leaves.  Many from the villages & Station met us a long way out with their shouts & guns.  A great crowd followed us in & welcomed us at the Sanders’ house. …. Miss S [Sarah Stimpson] has grown old & looks tired & worn out.  Miss Campbell is here & I like her & Mr. Ennis very much…. Am glad our journey is at an end & pray for grace & strength to love all as He would have me.  In the midst of all I have thought of & longed for loved ones.

      In this vivid entry and so many others, Nellie Arnott's diaries position the author within the American foreign mission movement; reading her diaries through this institutional lens, we gain a striking sense of the foreign mission enterprise's vast network of literacy-based learning, grounded in religious goals.  By analyzing her diaries in this way, we can also see how the international community of readers and writers in the Protestant foreign mission movement shaped her social views, and how she herself contributed to that network.  
Nellie Arnott’s arrival at Kamondongo was the result of the American foreign mission community's powerful ability to attract and keep supporters. Although she was meeting Reverend Merlin Ennis and Elizabeth Campbell for the first time that day, Nellie Arnott was also renewing an important friendship: "Miss S"—Sarah Stimpson—who had first encouraged Arnott to join the foreign mission field.  At Kamundongo, as earlier in Georgia and Mississippi, Arnott, like Stimpson, would serve primarily as a mission teacher.  Some of her additional duties would be transplanted versions of what she had done in the American South—nursing, cooking, and organizing social services. But in notable ways, this mission post would be far more complicated than her prior experience in the United States. Her lack of Umbundu language skills, her distance from home and family, problems between the missions and the Portuguese, and her doubts that she could teach effectively all contributed to what was, at times, a profound questioning of her own abilities.  Nonetheless, she remained highly conscious of her responsibility to garner support for the foreign mission enterprise.
       In many of her diary entries, Arnott wrote with clear anticipation of supporters back home reading about her experiences as a potential avenue to their own Christian growth. Added to her other daily tasks, she was also serving as a public relations manager, continually drawing financial and spiritual support to the mission through the accounts she sent back to the U.S. Well aware that preparing stirring written reports on the mission enterprise was a central duty of her assignment, Nellie Arnott used her diary in part as a drafting space. Accordingly, many of the letters she mailed back home to supporters, as well as articles later published in periodicals such as Missionary Herald and Mission Studies, drew on material originally recorded in her diaries.  

In treating aspects of her situation in Angola that might have been troubling to supporters at home, Arnott exercised restraint. She was more likely, in fact, to emphasize stirring and exotic features of her environment. In an entry composed during her first year in Africa, Nellie Arnott portrayed the situation at her West Africa village in terms suggesting the powerful fascination the mission movement claimed among American middle-class women of her day. "A leopard was around last night," she wrote. The animal "tried to get a calf[,] so this evening [the station's men] set a trap for it. Such things make one realize he is in Africa. My dear ones are in the midst of Sun[day] services…." (Diary, October 8, 1905). Yoking description highlighting the foreign-ness of her location with phrases underscoring the imaginative connections she maintained with those at home, Arnott's writing here, as in so many other cases, emphasized the complex social challenges, but also the appeal, of foreign mission work for women. Fully aware of this appeal, Arnott’s diaries often depict her daily experiences for an audience beyond herself—an audience whose support was vital to sustaining the work she did at her station.

The foreign mission movement was one of the most active organizational endeavors of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, especially for women in the United States. As Patricia Hill has pointed out, by “1915, there were more than three million women on the membership rolls of some forty denominational female missionary societies,” and interdenominational involvement “was substantially larger than [in] any of the other mass woman’s movements of the nineteenth century.”
 Like other large-scale enterprises attracting middle-class women in the early 1900s, the American foreign mission movement capitalized on women's eagerness to join in organized cultural work related to important social causes.
 

The mission movement also overlapped in notable ways with the growth of women's clubs, especially those making sustained use of social literacy for personal growth.
  Local groups of women typically participated in shared study to enhance both their personal spirituality and their ability to contribute to the larger mission enterprise. Mission periodicals made major contributions to this effort by providing appropriate reading materials—including reports from movement members stationed at overseas posts, study texts drawn from the Bible, and stories of other U.S.-based participants bolstering the movement with prayer and donations.
 By the late nineteenth century, publications such as Woman's Work for Woman and Mission Studies were already going so far as to direct women readers' engagement with movement initiatives by printing detailed instructions on how to study mission literature and what to learn from those efforts.
 Arnott’s teaching at her mission station actually became, itself, a subject of study recommended to supporters at home, with a curriculum for children based on reading about her work provided through Mission Studies.
 

These types of learning goals and associated social literacy practices were both evident (and mutually reinforcing) in the personal writing Nellie Arnott produced while stationed in Africa. When expressing wishes for family members and friends at home to reach the same level of Christian commitment she had made, she drew with confidence on specific Bible verses as thematic shorthand for her thinking, and she clearly anticipated that her correspondents would recognize those allusions, which also found their way into her letters to family and friends. Highly aware of the contributions her writing might make to others' spiritual development, she honed her private accounts of daily life in Africa in ways consistent with formal mission publications. Her diary writing sometimes operated as drafts for other texts she located in a middle ground between private and public discourse, the “circular letters” she sent to a set of personal supporters, who were each charged with copying and re-circulating her correspondence to an additional list of readers, thereby creating a kind of handwritten newsletter. Her pieces in mission magazines often built upon writing she had originally done for this smaller group of correspondents, thereby blurring lines between private and public discourse or, more precisely, situating all of her writing on a sliding continuum including private (diary), semi-public (circular letter), and broadly public (periodical) compositions.  Liz Rohan, in her study of Angolan missionary Janette Miller, demonstrates that Arnott’s missionary colleagues likewise participated in encouraging an “imagining of communions between individuals and cultures, and particularly between women authors and women readers” through their public and private writings, as they “translated” African culture for home supporters.

Serving in West Africa between 1905 and 1912, Arnott was stationed overseas during the women's foreign mission movement heyday, both in terms of its ability to raise funds for the cause and in terms of the level of personal engagement among supporters.
 Much of the movement's strength during that time was based in what Patricia Hill has described as “the hold that foreign missions had on the female imagination,”
 and that powerful connection was made possible, in part, by women's increasing access to advanced educational opportunities.
  Learning more about the world through school curricula, American middle-class women became increasingly active in public issues and better prepared to take on social roles beyond the traditional domestic space. In fact, as the ideology favoring women's advanced education was gradually taking hold, so was the belief that they were capable of doing the kinds of professional labor that had been limited to middle-class men in earlier eras. This linkage between enhanced educational opportunity and entrée into various types of class-appropriate managerial work was crucial to one phase in the growth of the American women's foreign mission movement—the shift from allowing women to serve overseas only as adjuncts supporting their husbands to acceptance of single women like Nellie Arnott being given their own posts with their own distinctive responsibilities and monetary compensation. In Arnott’s diary writing, references back to training she had in the America—learning experiences ranging from membership in the church-sponsored Christian Endeavor study groups for young people to formal study at Moody Bible Institute and Oberlin—served in part to promote continued professionalization of female missionaries.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the first work made available to single women missionaries was educational, a move entirely consistent with schoolteaching's having been one of the earliest professions becoming open to women, since it could be cast as a natural extension of maternal childrearing responsibilities linked to the home.
  While much of Arnott’s teaching addressed literacy acquisition goals, and therefore provided access to potentially liberatory learning, it is important to recognize how its core focus on Christianizing her students did affiliate her work with a brand of cultural imperialism, despite the relatively tenuous political position of American missionaries working in a Portuguese colony. Arnott’s positioning her work within the already familiar framework of women’s missionary teaching as a form of transnational motherly instruction built is noteworthy in this regard. To develop a historically sensitive view of “exported” American middle-class motherhood to read Nellie Arnott's diaries, we must be aware of the ideology's complex links to cultural imperialism, as outlined by scholars such as Amy Kaplan, Laura Wexler and Vron Ware.
 Kaplan, in particular, has pointed to ways that "the concept of female influence so central to domestic discourse and at the heart of the sustained ethos is underwritten by and abets the imperial expansion of the [American] nation" (599). As Kaplan points out, when cultural work such as women's writing and other social activities (in this case, mission service) "extends domesticity to include tutelage of heathens" (589), then "the internal logic of domesticity" affiliates with visions of "nationalist expansion," making accounts of domestically inflected teaching in Nellie Arnott's diaries "inseparable from narratives of empire and nation building" (584). 

Such narratives were neither purely oppressive nor unproblematically nurturing, of course, particularly when developed in a locale where political power was in the hands of a different colonial government—in this case, the Portuguese. Rather, they tended to be suffused with both a sincere and generous wish to promote social uplift based on a Protestant model of morality and an inherently racist stance (by today's standards) assuming the need for uplift in the first place—that is, the "natural" inferiority of the "Other" being rescued and uplifted.

Shifts in the goals and daily activities of women working at foreign mission stations were well underway by the time of Arnott’s posting to West Africa, however, and one result of these changes was to re-position the ideology driving interactions between missionaries and the people they served into a more pragmatic course which, to some extent at least, undermined the cultural imperialism associated with evangelizing. Specifically, although teaching remained the primary duty of women missionaries, they were also managing many other social service responsibilities, such as health and medical care. In that context, we can see Nellie Arnott juggling an array of duties in this diary entry describing a typical day in Kamundongo during her first year there:  “Spent part of the morning in the kitchen cooking & baking[,] then put up a blackboard & looked after having some locks put on the doors of the girls houses.  One here has to be jack of all trades,” she wrote in her November  25, 1905 diary entry.

As in other aspects of her mission work, Arnott's personal experience reflected important larger developments in the movement as a whole. In striving to manage a wide array of daily tasks, many of them only tangentially connected to a Christianizing agenda, Arnott interacted more and more with the people at her station on a relatively collaborative footing. Along the way, her diary entries became shorter and shorter. As the day-to-day, pragmatic work at the station consumed more and more of her energy, her entries concerned themselves less and less with personal spiritual musings and questions about how to evangelize others effectively. Instead, she often limited her writing to a quick record of practical jobs done—tasks which take on an increasingly secular nature.

If we read stray entries from Arnott’s diaries during her middle years in Africa, in fact, they clearly represent the kind of “ordinary” writing Jennifer Sinor’s scholarship is seeking to value in the face of natural tendencies to view such texts as insignificant. “Ordinary writing,” Sinor explains, “is typically unseen or ignored,” since it seems so straightforward as to be boring, so commonplace as to be transparent.
  In noting Arnott’s “ordinary writing,” however, it is important to recognize that for Arnott, this focus on the “immediate rather than [the] reflective” represented a major shift in her writing, identifiable as a point when her mission work became less ideologically driven—increasingly tied to daily, interpersonal practices grounded more in pragmatic concerns than in spiritual questing and analysis. Once fully immersed in the needs of the mission station, Arnott found that she had very little time for reflection and occasionally bemoans this problem. Mainly, however, during this period of her African sojourn, she simply records the activities done on a given day, occasionally listing a bit of Bible reading she has managed to do.

This shift in Arnott’s diary writing was not permanent, however. Once she headed home on furlough, Arnott’s entries became relatively lengthy again, as she combined projections of the work she was envisioning doing after the furlough—particularly the plan of starting a boarding school for young Angolan women—with related observations of sites she was visiting and contacts she was making to prepare for that expanded leadership role. In this phase, we can see quite clearly how missionary writing, even in such a purportedly private space as a diary, carries a very public agenda at its core.
Arnott’s Diaries as Life Writing

From the outset in 1905, Nellie Arnott’s African missionary diaries represented a form of highly gendered life writing. And she continued this aspect of her composing once she was working in the highlands of Angola, during her 1912 journey back to the United States and, perhaps most markedly, through the months in 1913 when she struggled with questions about returning to Africa or staying in America. This was the most personal dimension of her writing. In the lined pages of her small notebooks, alongside descriptions of events at the station, observations on the local people's social practices, characterizations of her missionary colleagues, and carefully selected Biblical references, Nellie Arnott also wove in questions, concerns, and reflections that she held back from the larger audiences who eventually read her circular letters and published reports. For instance, not long after her arrival at her mission station, in a voice far different from the official upbeat news she was sending home to movement supporters, she wrote: "The uneventful days have already begun. My heart almost stops when I think of the number that are before me" (Diary, August 11, 1905). Over a year later (December 31, 1906), she confided to her diary that “I feel my life amounts to nothing. I am just holding on the ropes seems to me & being no real blessing to anybody.” Her “private” diaries thus served as an expression of her inner anxieties and longings. 
Indeed, it is as a record of Arnott's own view of her experiences—and their impact on her—that the diaries may be most revealing and most intriguing to today’s readers. In this context, Nellie Arnott's diaries provide notable signs of unfolding change in her identity—socially, intellectually, and spiritually. For example, during the first phase of her stay in Africa, we can trace shifts in her attitude toward Sarah Stimpson (from initial enthusiasm at being reunited with her old friend, to frustration over Sarah's seeming dependence on Nellie for emotional support, to an effort on Arnott's part at establishing a more professional brand of collegiality). Along parallel lines, we can identify such indicators of increasing confidence as Arnott's moving from frustration over not knowing the language, to progress at grasping bits and pieces of it, to her ability to teach quite effectively in Umbundu. Similarly, by reading diary entries composed over time, we can track Arnott's expanding self-assurance in her religious vocation, as well as her ability to carry out her multi-faceted responsibilities: she progresses from questioning whether she can survive being so far from her beloved family and Paul Darling, and citing Bible verses for comfort, to framing goals for the entire community of the mission station in spiritual and practical terms that assume her capacity for leadership. 

Over time, her diary entries reflect a growing sense of who she is, what she can do, and how her work can contribute to the spiritual nourishment and social well-being of others. For example, writing about one of her 1912 furlough stops in the Midwest, she demonstrated the sophisticated understanding she had developed about the mission movement's need to ensure support at home in the U.S. and her own proactive leadership in that enterprise. After visiting Moody Bible Institute, where she had studied as preparation for overseas duty, Arnott began a busy day of speaking engagements: 

   September 29, 1912:

I went out to [the] 6th Cong[regational] Church at Oak Park [Illinois] & spoke to the S[unday] S[chool]. From there I went to Mrs. Kimball's & rested until dinner time & had dinner with them. They are wealthy people & give largely to our Board….From there I was taken to Oak Park 1st church & spoke to the Mission Band. . . . Then went with Mrs. Barton to her home for tea. . . . From there. . . went to Warren Ave. Cong[regational] church. They are supporting Helen Stover [one of Arnott's missionary colleagues in Angola]. I spoke in the C[hristian] E[ndeavor] meeting. Then Miss A[very] & I came home.



That she was, in fact, firmly set on a life career as a foreign missionary is evident in her diary entries composed during the initial stages of her furlough. When she visited a model school for girls (the Inanda Seminary) in South Africa, sailed back across the Atlantic, and then carried out her ambitious cross-country speaking tour, Arnott seems thoroughly committed to returning to Africa. Then, in a very striking about-face, while visiting her family in California, she unexpectedly reestablished her romantic relationship with Paul Darling and then married him in May of 1913. 

At first glance, it may be surprising to readers today that Nellie Arnott would have abandoned her seemingly more exciting teaching position at the West African ABCFM mission for the relative obscurity of life as a wife and mother in California. However, parallel to our interpretation of Arnott’s diaries as travel writing and as an institutional record of mission movement history, here again we can productively call on a historicized sense of gender as a productive category of analysis.
 In particular, recent scholarship on domesticity as a framework for nineteenth- and twentieth-century middle-class women's social roles and, more specifically, on the American foreign mission movement's close connections with that ideology, helps us understand why, for a woman of her generation, the choice to marry instead of continuing her own career would have presented itself as a logical one.  Indeed, from Arnott's perspective, becoming Mrs. Paul Darling would, in some ways, have appeared to offer a more productive avenue into sustained Christian influence.

      Though Arnott had contemplated marrying Paul Darling before she left for Angola and clearly was in anguish over leaving him, he eventually disappeared as a “character” in her diary as life story, even though the model of middle-class domesticity as a social role does not. She writes to him of her firm decision to remain in Africa and, thus, the need for their engagement to be terminated. But she continues to construct her daily activities and her long-term goals in the highly gendered rhetoric of domesticity. With so many of her diurnal responsibilities aligning her with the model of American middle-class domesticity, while at the same time providing constant reminders that she was working in a very “foreign” space, we can certainly understand Arnott’s tendency to waver—even within the same diary entry—between deep commitment to the missionary enterprise as professionalized spiritual labor and an intense longing to claim a more traditional version of the American domestic ideal. Along those lines, she wrote on October 21, 1905: "As I see more of the work in Africa[,] there is a deep desire to spend my life here at any cost. Yet today my heart suffering & longing [for home and Paul] is far beyond tears." Later, on August 24 of that same year she noted: "I wonder what will ever make up to a woman or to me the joy of having a dear little baby of my own. It seems sometimes as though my heart would break with the longings for joy on being wife & mother."

      Earlier on, consistent with her longstanding interactions with successful mission couples, she had often fantasized about the possibility of Paul Darling’s joining her in the mission endeavor, as when she wrote on March 9, 1906: "I don't see how I am ever going to stand it alone. . . . I don't believe I was made to be alone. How Paul & I would enjoy these days & this work together." Years later, reunited with Paul in the United States, she reasserted this goal. But the choice was not really hers to make, and the negotiations with her new husband over this question were apparently quite drawn out, clearly heightened by the couple’s having to grapple with Nellie’s intense homesickness for her friends and her work back in Africa. Ironically, in light of her repeated complaints about missing America in the first months of her diary writing almost eight years earlier, later, during the period just after her marriage, Nellie Darling wrote quite emotionally about her longing for Angola. Juxtaposing passages where she celebrates her marriage plans with writing where she worries over the people and duties she has left behind in Africa, her life writing at this point exhibits a striking reversal of the entries composed back in 1905, when she had been at least as insecure about the personal choice she was making at that point by heading overseas. 
    Understandably, given her years of service, by the time she returned to the U.S. on furlough, Arnott had begun to view Africa as her home. As much as she wanted to marry Paul, she was nearly distraught at the thought of withdrawing from the mission permanently and leaving her “beloved work” (Diary, March 26, 1913). Even after her May wedding, keeping up her diary-writing in terms connected to her previous social role as a foreign missionary, she declared, “ I awoke with such a home sick longing to be in Africa this morning which has remained with me all day.  Paul has more than once had to comfort me & wipe my tears away” (Diary entry, June 1, 1913).  
Six months later, she continued to hope that Paul might sign on to shared missionary service. In an entry with striking echoes of the passage from 1905 with which our introduction to her missionary diaries began, she was again seeking comfort in music and prayer when trying to manage homesickness—but this time it was Africa, rather than America, that was calling to her:

Wednesday, November 26, 1913
Hollywood
Took my music lesson.  Paul came home early as he is still miserable.  A letter came from Mrs. Ennis suggesting Paul for the printer & business agent our Mission are calling for.  We have talked much & I am praying.  I wouldn’t want Paul to enter into it unless he himself felt deeply interested & in earnest to do it.  I can’t help but feel that it is an open door of opportunity to do a service for God & the African--but “Thy will be done.”

As in her July 1905 text, in 1913 she was still drawn to mission service and putting her faith in God’s guidance as to how to carry out that vocation. But it was also still proving difficult to position herself as an American middle-class woman within the complex transnational framework of foreign mission life.

     Not long after this day’s entry, Nellie Arnott Darling’s diary began to assume a different character, more and more embodying the voice of a middle-class matron focused on traditional domestic life, with husband and immediate family her primary concerns.
 Her practice of writing about mission work, did not end, however. Rather, it shifted to new venues in succeeding years. These included, especially, her scrapbooks and biographical letters aimed at later generations, compositions which to some extent transformed the rhetorical agenda formerly carried out by the diaries. Nonetheless, although such texts seem to have served in creative new ways as memento-oriented travel literature, visual record of the foreign mission institution, and personal life writing, they do not exceed the rhetorical complexity and energy of the diaries she had so faithfully maintained in that earlier era of her life, when “to do a service for God & the African” was a choice she could carry out and write about on her own.
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