AN ‘UNWOMANLY’ WOMAN AND HER SONS IN CHRIST:

FAITH, EMPIRE & GENDER IN COLONIAL RHODESIA, 1899-1906

Wendy Urban-Mead

Assistant Professor of History

The Master of Arts in Teaching Program, Bard College

This paper is about the mission work of H. Frances Davidson, one of the first missionaries sent by the Brethren in Christ Church of North America to serve overseas. Davidson and her three colleagues arrived in what is now Zimbabwe in 1898. As American members of an Anabaptist-pietist sect from the U.S., this group did not emphasize a connection with either American national or British imperial citizenship.  As white Americans, however, Davidson and her group of self-consciously unworldly pietists –who were suspicious of civic and governmental associations-- found the door to the evangelistic work they craved was opened by the arch-imperial prototype, Cecil Rhodes himself.  Their mission station in the Matopo Hills of south-western Zimbabwe, placed at the center of the recently quashed Ndebele rising against Rhodes' British South Africa Company, offered Davidson the opportunity to interact with Africans in a leadership capacity. In her interactions with Africans, Davidson concentrated on building up a core of male African converts who could join her as co-workers in evangelism who were somehow both intellectual companions yet subordinate to her leadership. This paper focuses on Davidson’s relationship with Ndhlalambi Moyo and Matshuba Ndlovu, two young African men who were her students, and whose evangelistic work for the African church she successfully promoted during a 1904-05 furlough in North America. Davidson’s diaries, oral history interviews with Ndlovu’s descendents, church records and the Brethren in Christ newspaper reports on the mission form the core of evidence for this paper.
