Chinese Nationalism and Christian womanhood in early twentieth century China: The story of Mary Gao (Gao Meiyu)
On the night of November 14th, 1912, the nurses at Nanchang hospital, in the province of Kiangsi found a one month old baby on the ground outside of the hospital’s gate.
  Dr. Ailie Spencer Gale, wife of Methodist missionary Rev. Francis Gale was finishing a day’s medical work when she heard the commotion that soon led her to take the baby home.  Gale’s young sons, Lester, Spencer and Francis, Jr., convinced her to adopt the infant that they would soon name Mary Gao. Gale’s sons chose the name Mary, or Meiyu, and the name Gao (Gow) is Chinese for “Spencer,” Gale’s maiden name.  

The Gale family had been in China for three years by that time, long enough for to comprehend common missionary understandings of the necessary adherence to a separation of living and working spaces among the Chinese, including Christians, and the American missionaries who sought to convert them.  As Connie Shemo notes, in her  study of Gertrude Howe’s adoption of Kang Cheng and three other Chinese daughters in the nineteenth century, Gale’s actions reflected an insistence “on an intimacy that violated the unspoken but powerful traditions of segregation whereby Chinese were only allowed in the mission compound as servants.”
   

Thus, Gao’s upbringing would be an unusual one: adoptions of Chinese by western missionaries were still uncommon by the early twentieth century.  The Gale family’s decision to adopt was reflective of Ailie Gale’s attitude toward race and her knowledge of the precedent set by Howe years earlier.  Gale was like other women missionaries in her reflection of some of the racial prejudices typical of her time and culture, and she engaged in the cultural imperialism that was inherent to medical and educational work; however, she also transgressed important boundaries set by westerners in China, and these transgressions set the context for an understanding of how her adopted daughter Mary Gao was educated to understand her importance as a woman in twentieth century modern China.  

  Gale’s goals for the baby girl were not unusual for a China missionary.  While vowing to raise Mary as a Christian, she sought to “impress upon her that she is Chinese and that she must plan her life so as to be of the most use to her own people.”  Indeed, the reason that American women missionaries believed it necessary that Chinese children be raised in the homes of Chinese Christians was their clear preference for Christianity over Americanization.
  Both of these factors, Gao’s upbringing in a western home, and the family’s insistence that Gao see herself as Chinese, offer insight into the relationship between Mary Gao’s self-understanding and what many American women missionaries sought to impart through education to young Chinese women during the 1920s and 1930s.  The family’s expectations for Gao were complemented by a missionary education that both reinforced Gale’s goals for Gao and subverted them. 

Mary Gao was six years old when she began her education at the missionary Nanchang’s Baldwin School for girls, and by 1932, she would complete her education in Nanking’s Christian Ching Hwa school.  The latter school, while run by Christians, was predominantly for upper-class Chinese girls, and the education and environment instilled in Gao the self-understandings of what a modern Chinese woman should be.  Hence, from 1918 through the 1930s, a time when being Chinese meant challenging the imperialism of the west, Gao’s education reflected, not only the ideologies of missionaries, but the nascent Chinese nationalism of  the time.  Historically, since the reform period of 1898, Chinese nationalists would prescribe a special place for Chinese women,  as there would be a link between their evolution and the health of the Chinese nation.
  

For women in early twentieth century China, nationalism was intertwined with issues of marriage, motherhood and career.
   Historically, Chinese women had been subjected not only to governmental and social authority, but to the immediate authority of brothers, fathers and husbands through Confucianism.  Mary Gao’s evolution as the adopted daughter of western missionaries, educated in China at a time when Chinese reformers shaped concepts of a modern Chinese woman,  allows readers an insight into Chinese women’s understandings of nationalism and its potential for shaping their lives.  

Ailie Gale’s letters to family and supporters reveal how Gao sought to reconcile these complex yearnings to be Chinese and best serve her people, with her obligation to her missionary parents, who represented western control over China and parental control over her.  The letters reveal her rebellion against her parents, western medical authorities and her desire to find her own place as a college-educated, autonomous career woman, wife and mother. Gao would make the decision to marry in keeping with an understanding of what it meant to be a wife and mother in a way that reflected her missionary education and the decisions made by many modern Chinese women influenced by nationalist Chinese, beginning in the late 1920s, during Chiang k’ai shek’s struggle to unite China.

The goal of a regular mission girls’ school was to bring Christianity into Chinese women’s lives so that the women could, in turn, bring the gospel into the homes of the Chinese.
  Additionally, the goal of missionaries and Chinese Christians was to link Christianity to appreciation for women and eradicate Chinese conceptions regarding the inferior value of daughters.
  This chapter will explore how Mary Gao’s life reflected the goal of missionaries for Chinese women in society and in the home and how this was shaped by the education she received from her mother and in mission schools, both of which reflected the views of Chinese nationalist reformers at this time.  Gao’s life will be examined in the context of her familial western setting, exemplified by her correspondence with her mother, her education and subsequent career choices, and Gao’s decision to marry.

Historian Weili Ye’s study of three groups of Chinese women educated in the United States from the 1880s to the 1920s is useful for understanding the different ideological options available to women in twentieth century China, as each group has a relationship with the choices available to Gao.  Beginning prior to the turn-of-the-century, a small group of Chinese women doctors like Kang Cheng, or Ida Kahn, (which was her American name) were educated in the U.S.  This first group of women very much reflected their missionary teachers in their thinking: They chose the medical profession as a means to serve the Chinese nation and like their western female missionary mentors, they often chose not to marry.  These women are especially important as role models for women like Gao.  Notably, Gao spent a significant amount of time with Dr. Ida Kahn in Nanchang when Gao was growing up in the 1910s and 1920s.  Gao’s mother saw Kahn as a role model for Chinese women, sought the advice of Kahn’s sister, Julia Cheng, and her family when making decisions about Gao’s education, and often made arrangements for Gao to spend long periods of time with Kahn’s sister Julia Cheng.  Moreover, these women would be an inspiration to reformers like Liang Zichao who argued that the education of women was an essential means for reviving the Chinese nation.

Weili Ye’s second group of women studied in the U.S. from the turn-of-the-century to the middle of the 1910s. They aimed to improve the technical aspects of home life in China, espousing a traditional, domestic role for women, perhaps to assuage the doubtless rising Chinese male anxieties created by the increasing possibilities for women’s education in China.  These Chinese women often saw a woman’s role as primarily that of a mother rather than a wife, and esteemed a companionate marriage for men and women that resembled that found in America at the time but that was the antithesis of the typical Chinese marriage which entailed a woman’s submission to her husband and in-laws.  This companionate marriage was the ideal for Dr. Ailie Gale, and doubtlessly had an impact upon Mary Gao’s conceptions of a woman’s role in the family. This second group of women can also be linked to Liang Zichao, as they “owed much of their intellectual debt” to his espousal of  the ideal of the “good mother and virtuous wife” linking these together to argue that Chinese women could serve their nation by strengthening the “home front.”

While the second group of women often chose fields of studies that mirrored their belief in the necessity of a woman’s domestic role, (those of home economics and teaching) the third group of women studied by Weili Ye pursued education and careers in more non-traditional areas like economics, political science, sociology, architecture and dentistry.  They justified their actions in ways that reflected a dramatically different consciousness from that of their predecessors: their purpose was one of personal fulfillment and economic independence, and they often distinguished their goals as separate from those of men rather than as that of strengthening a home front which supported Chinese men.
  The objective of career choice for personal fulfillment was mirrored by the work of professional missionary women such as Dr. Ailie Gale and while missionary educational institutions where Mary Gao was educated, such as the Baldwin school, emphasized service to God, humanity and the Chinese nation, the result of their teachings led young Chinese women toward paths that could meet their need for personal and professional fulfillment.

Both the earlier generation of doctors and the later generation of women teachers represented the idea that Chinese women could be competent professionals and fostered links among Chinese womanhood and Chinese nationalism.  Moreover, all three groups  warrant study because they earned a respect that altered the balance of gender power in the public sphere in China, thus altering Chinese conceptions of the inferiority of daughters. Despite this commonality, the early women doctors emphasized service and espoused the traditional missionary emphasis upon femininity and self-sacrifice which was less apparent among the latter two groups.

Further bridging the groups apart, the younger generation of Chinese women who were interested in political rights and gender equality saw the doctors’ emphasis upon womanly behavior and service as “unsatisfactory as meaningful guidance” and the women doctors perceived the latter generations of Chinese women and their insistence on political rights as unwomanly.
  However, missionary literature of the 1920s and 1930s, as reflective of the education young women obtained in the schools where Mary Gao was educated, reflected an emphasis on service to God and the Chinese people and nation, as well as political rights.  Hence, an exploration of Gao’s career choices illustrates that in the Gale home, medicine was seen as a “field of service,” but Gao believed it was her right to embark upon it because it would bring her personal and professional fulfillment.

Mary Gao’s link to all three groups of Chinese women, and the intersection among these and the prevalence of the western missionary influence, began with the circumstances of her birth in November 1912.  One month earlier, another Chinese woman or man had left a baby at the gate of the Nanchang hospital, entrusted to the care of western missionaries.  Hence, when nurses heard the infant Mary Gao crying on the evening of November 14th 1912, they were immediately prompted to investigate because only two weeks prior, they had found another baby. 

Two theories regarding Mary Gao’s roots offered possible clues about the decision of those who brought her to the hospital.  Some Chinese in the area reported that Gao’s birth mother had died in childbirth and that the father, knowing that western missionaries at the hospital would care for her, left her there, remaining with “his other four children,” to travel to another province.  While Ailie Gale thought this story possible, it did not accord with the “little tattoo marks on her ears” which suggested that Mary Gao had been “an inmate of the orphanage,” the Yu Ying Chu, which was nearby the hospital and “one of the old institutions of charity in the city.” Ailie Gale described the policy of the nearby orphanage:
  

Anyone not caring for a baby could leave it at the turn style (of the orphanage) and no questions would be asked. The ears would be tattoed and there the baby would be poorly cared for until it was adopted or died.  Sometimes women would take them out to nurse for a while thus earning a small sum of money and sometimes after receiving the money would desert the baby somewhere. Was this what happened to Mary? I suppose we shall never know.

Hence, while Gertrude Howe suffered ostracism among fellow missionaries in Nanchang for adopting Chinese daughters,  the story of the baby at the gate of the hospital reflects the fact that the Chinese were not passive recipients of westernization and by the early 1910s,  sought out western missionaries as a potential alternative future for baby girls, particularly their daughters.  Indeed, in 1946, another “tiny baby” was left at her hospital in “Tzechung, Szechuan,” reminding Gale of how “Mary was left although this was done in the day time…”

Ailie Gale would give Mary Gao a hot bath, a bottle of milk and “everything that Ailie Gale thought Mary Gao … needed all her life.”
  Despite Gale’s affirmation and good intentions, Gao’s life was as filled with promise as it was by physical and emotional pain.  Her infancy and young adulthood was marred by physical ailments.  For example, after one year with a “wet nurse,” Mary Gao had to be left at Ida Kahn’s hospital because Ailie Gale needed to return to the U.S. on furlough.   While Kahn was an able administrator and excellent doctor, during that year, the exposure to other children left Gao with “diphtheria, measles and malaria,” along with a bout “of the flu.”  When the family returned home  Gao “was a frail little piece of humanity,” and she would be plagued by health problems and weight loss for her entire life
  Despite this inauspicious beginning, Mary Gao’s exposure to Ida Kahn and her education at  Nanchang’s Baldwin girl’s school left her with the dream of becoming a medical professional.

Mary Gao attended the Baldwin Girl’s School initially as a day pupil and, in keeping with he mother’s wishes, she dressed in Chinese clothes. Later, Gao became a boarder at the Baldwin school, returning home on week-ends so that she could become “adjusted …to Chinese life and yet” have “her home” with the Gale family.  Gao would attend the Baldwin school from the age of six, in 1918, to the age of sixteen, in 1928, on a scholarship.  

Gao’s living arrangements reflected her mother’s perspective on race, which may have been owed to her own individual uniqueness; however, they warrant mention because they doubtlessly colored Gao’s self-perceptions.  Medical missionary Ruth Hemenway, a single woman, had adopted two Chinese daughters and, her memories of the years from 1925 to 1941 reflect the fact that  the girls were unwelcome in the homes of missionaries and that this was owed to racial understandings at the time.
  Since Gale’s arrival to China in 1909, however, Gale entertained the Chinese, both Christian and non-Christian in her home, and visited them in their homes.  At a time when most missionaries would not allow the adopted children of western missionaries to even visit their western homes, Ailie Gale not only entertained the Chinese but sought to learn from them about their culture and impart this knowledge of Chinese culture, along with knowledge of the visits of the Chinese to her home, to supporters in the home field.  Hence, Ailie Gale’s behavior upon arrival to China, as reflected by her diary, written in the early 1910s, is at odds with one scholar’s assertion that from the period of 1880-1930, American missionaries were "unabashedly pro-American" and "rarely had anything good to say about Chinese culture."
 

Of doubtless importance to Mary Gao’s self-confidence and identity as a Chinese woman, Gale not only invited the Chinese to her home, beginning in the early 1910s, but made sure to learn the nuances of Chinese etiquette when issuing invitations to her home, and shared this information with supporters in the United States:

Today I entertained at dinner six Chinese friends…One learns many things about Chinese etiquette…I found out that it was very improper to write “Mrs Gow invites you” but it should read Gow (of Spencer family) invites you—the maiden name must appear…Then the invitations must be sent out on the 3rd day before the occasion…the same day the invitations are returned saying “My heart accepts your kindness but I am unworthy—I cannot come…you must send the invitation back (this means “I really mean that I want you to come)…then on the morning of the day set you send a messenger with your card saying the feast is being prepared”…to get ready…by and by you send again and say “come, the feast is ready…If the invitations are returned the second time they must again be sent back…”

Gale’s positive attitude toward Chinese culture coexisted with her deep committed to bringing Christianity to China; hence, when she entertained Chinese women in her home, she observed them from the perspective of one who sought an expanded role for women through Christianity.  In the post-1911 period, she recalled visiting some upper-class Chinese women.  One woman was an artist and the other an administrator and Gale saw this as proof that the new Chinese woman that emerged from the revolution that put an end to the Qing Dynasty was one that was confident of her new modern role.  Gale’s diary referred to the fact that she wrote about Chinese women to supporters frequently, noting the unhappiness of one woman of  “a good deal of ability”  whose husband had “taken a concubine which always means unhappiness,” and linking the women’s potential emancipation with Christianity.

Gale described Dr. Ida Kahn to supporters and reflected upon her stature and importance in her diary, noting, for example that after the 1911 revolution, noting that upper class Chinese had gone to Kahn’s hospital because “they had so much confidence in her and knew so well that the soldiers and officials would respect and protect her.”  While Nanchang residents left the city with the excitement of the revolution Gale noted that Kahn’s hospital was crowded.  Thus, Gao grew up in a household that simultaneously reflected both the sentiment for Chinese woman’s emancipation through Christianity and the value of what was inherently Chinese. 

This appreciation for the Chinese continued to be manifested in later years.  After Gao grew into a very well-liked, outgoing young woman, Gale would continue to invite Chinese friends and colleagues to dinner and have parties for Gao’s Chinese friends.  Occasionally, there would be what Gale described as “a double ring circus,” with Rev. Frank Gale entertaining western friends and conference colleagues and Gao and her friends in another room playing the victrola, while they waited for Ailie Gale to get “the taffy ready.” Gale wrote happily of all the details of Gao’s fun parties at home which would culminate with Gao inviting her girlfriends to sleep over so that they could have waffles in the morning.
   
Perhaps, as an even further example of Gale’s understanding of  the strength of bonds among westerners and Chinese is Gale’s tribute to Mrs. Julia Cheng, Dr. Ida Kahn’s sister.  At her passing in January 1936, Gale remarked that her mother Mrs. Gertrude Howe would have such “joy in having her four adopted daughters with her in heaven.”  Moreover, in Gale’s memorial to Cheng, Dr. Gale noted how Mrs. Cheng would visit with Gale every day and bring her gifts of delicious Chinese foods.  Gale’s memorial tribute noted the length of their friendship, referred to Cheng as a sister and lauded the weight of Cheng’s wisdom for facilitating Gale’s early years in China:

I have often thought how hard would have been my lot during my first years in China if she had not come to me as a sister, upon my arrival in Nanchang and advised and guided me. How many dredful (sik) mistakes I avoided because of her wise council. How many times have I sent for her in emergencies when I knew she would know what the situation called for and how many times her council saved the day.


Hence, from a young age, Gao understood that Gale’s attitude toward the Chinese contained some ambivalent messages.  On the one hand, Gale’s mission was to replace Chinese religious and cultural beliefs with those of westerners; on the other hand, Gale appeared to value her friendships with the Chinese in a way that appeared to have transcended racial difference. This doubtlessly made its impact on Gao’s self-understanding quite early in her life, particularly as Gale made important choices concerning Gao’s education.  
Mary Gao initially was a day pupil at the Baldwin School in Nanchang and later boarded, to return home on week-ends. Gale could have, instead, procured funds for Gao through supporters and had her live at the school full-time or live with a Chinese bible woman; however, she opted to allow her to both live at home and later come home on week-ends with  the hope that Gao should feel as though she were part “of their American family.”  

Moreover, by heeding the advice of Mrs. Cheng and choosing what would be a school that placed more emphasis on creating the modern Chinese woman, rather than instilling Christianity, Gale demonstrated her proclivity for instilling in Gao the important understanding that, while her American home would always be there for her, it was not more important then the fact that Gao should “be Chinese” serve her people. 

Hence, Weili Ye’s study of what she describes as the proclivities of the third group of more “modern” Chinese women, reflects a confluence among them and  the agenda of Christian schools like Ching Hwa and Chinese mission schools like the Baldwin school.  The women in Weili Ye’s study aimed toward professional fulfillment and a political role and mission schools would emphasize as early as 1914, that its graduates should look forward “not only to professions but political life as well.”  
  Thus, the education of Chinese girls in mission schools was much  more complexly nuanced then one scholar’s assertion that from 1880-1930, mission schools educated Chinese girls simply in order to make them both Christians and better wives.

Baldwin School offered women a message of empowerment through Christianity in keeping with most mission schools in China during the twentieth century, and many of its graduates went on to become professionals.  While students at the school learned to sew, as there was an industrial department,  the school emphasized teaching, evangelization and service to China.  As reported in the Methodist monthly periodical The China Christian Advocate, the 1917 program of one graduation ceremony centered upon questions concerning Christianity and the place of women in China.  The Methodist Bishop’s address to the graduates focused upon three questions: 1) “Who are the women of China?” 2) What ought the women of China to think? 3) “What ought the women of China to do?”  The Bishop’s “line of thought was that the women of China are daughters of the King, by God’s fingermark; that as such they should study for the love of study, think for themselves and to a purpose, then act in behalf of the needy ones about them, trusting in the guidance of the consecrated spirit within.”   Hence, Christianity’s message through missionary education was that Chinese women should consider themselves autonomous beings, thinking for themselves.  The unmarried missionary Gertrude Howe’s presence at the school’s ceremony and her adoption of Chinese missionary doctor Ida Kahn was additional evidence of the school’s ability to motivate Chinese women.  The article noted the women’s plans after graduation: some were getting ready to teach at Nanchang city day schools; “one is to assist in our Baldwin music department, and one goes on the district with the traveling evangelist.”  Another girl professed her love of medicine. notes that Hsu Shu Chen, a “seat mate” of Mary’s in primary school was “principal of the government school for girls” and was “a grand success.” Another “was invited to join the faculty at Yenching University but the Kiangsi Commissioner of Education.”  Gale letters from the 1940s would reveal that Baldwin graduates would be running government schools during the 1940s.

That the aim of these schools complemented the views of her mother was important and reflected in Gao’s good relationship with the other Chinese pupils. Gao spent a significant amount of time, given her boarding school experience at both Nanchang and Nanking schools, among other Chinese girls, and there is reason to believe that she was happy and well-liked among her peers.  Gao was tall, slender and beautiful, and described by Gale as having a sweet disposition and without that air of superiority that she might have had given her privileged (western) background.  She had many friends at the Baldwin School who would inquire about how she was doing several decades later, after Gao had relocated to the U.S.

One Nanking pastor commented to Ailie Gale that Mary was possessed of a uniquely fine character.  When Gale visited Gao at the Christian high school in Nanking she noted that there were “almost three hundred girls and all I saw seemed happy and contented.”
 Despite this, Gao’s time at Baldwin School was doubtlessly a heart-wrenching one due to political turmoil of the mid-1920s.  

During the tumultuous 1920s, the Gales had relocated to rural Tunki, a remote region in the province of Anhwei to engage in rural work that would be a model for the new, more grassroots direction that mission boards hoped to take in the decades to follow.
  In 1926, while Ailie Gale and her family were in Tunki, in the province of Anhwei, Kuomingtang armies planned their year long march to unify China.  Nationalist revolutionary armies successfully made their way from Canton to the Yangtze valley to drive out the Peking government in the Northern Expedition of 1926-1927.   In Nanchang, soldiers took over the Baldwin School and, according to Gale, students were understandably, all “molested” by their presence. This unfortunate situation led the teachers to report that Gao expressed love for her home and family  and that she was plagued by “homesickness.”   

Gale noted that from 1926 to 1928 the fighting was “periodic” and that  “there were weeks when the girls did not dare show their heads.”  The nervous tension was great and Mary felt it very deeply and, in a pattern that would continue throughout her life, mental anguish would take a toll on her health. A Chinese Bible woman called Gale to tell her that during the tense days after the “Nanking Affair,” she found Mary sobbing because she was afraid her father and mother had been killed and perhaps her brothers lost.”  Gao’s anguish led  doctors to fear that she might have tuberculosis.  Moreover, when Gao came home to her family and Gale suggested that she return to the Baldwin School, Gao would burst into tears.
  

Because the stress of soldiers’ takeover of the Nanchang School severely impacted Gao’s nerves and health, Ailie Gale would arrange for her to finish her education at a Christian school in Nanking called the Ching Hwa School.  Gale needed to seek financial help from a supporting New York Church, the Simpson Church, to pay for Gao’s Nanking tuition.
  Once again, Gale would turn to Ida Kahn’s sister, Mrs. Julia Cheng, for advice at this time, and Cheng recommended the Ching Hwa  School because her two daughters had attended.

Gao would complete her studies in Nanking at a Christian (Carmelite, not Methodist) school, Ching Hwa School, by 1932.  Gale had sent Gao to the school believing that it emphasized Christianity.  Doubtlessly, Mrs. Cheng knew, since her daughters had attended this school, that it created pro-active, self-assertive “modern” Chinese women.  Like the Baldwin School, the Hwa Ching school also would do its share to turn Gao into the very confident young woman that Gale had hoped she would be.  By her 1932 graduation Mary Gao’s education had fervently planted in her the concept of the right of the Chinese woman to an education; hence, she expressed the desire to go to college, as a route to medical school.  

Initially, Dr. and Rev. Gale found Gao’s assertion of rights and self-confidence as shocking.  When Gao asserted her wish to attend college and then medical school, Ailie Gale suggested that perhaps Gao could raise some money for her college education by teaching.  Gale’s rationale was, to a significant extent, a practical one: She had one son in medical school and reasoned that Gao should wait until Gale’s youngest son, Francis was finished with college to pursue this avenue for herself.  Mary Gao found this unacceptable and expressed this unreservedly and adamantly, doubtlessly acting upon what she learned in the very educational institutions that Gale had provided for her: that a Chinese woman should be entitled to a college education in order to achieve professional fulfillment and serve her nation.  She wrote a letter to her father explicitly stating all the reasons that she should go to college immediately and not spend time teaching in order to raise money for the tuition.  

Gale wanted to “weep” at Mary Gao’s attitude, as the young woman expressed an understanding that it was her family’s duty to provide her, a daughter, with higher education:  To Gale’s horror, “She even suggested that we (the Gales) borrow the money.”  But if Gao had one understanding of what parents’ duty to their daughter from her education at Christian mission schools, Gale had another, shaped by what she believed were the economic and practical necessities of the time, and more akin to a daughter’s duty to acquiesce to the wishes of her parents.  Gale told Gao that “if she wanted to go to college she would have to do her share—that a year of teaching would earn her clothes and books and that she would have to do it whether she liked (it) or not.” She later wrote, “I have written to her a very straight letter and hope she has good judgment enough to see what her duty is.” Gao would graduate from the Christian high school in Nanking in 1932, but her dream of college the following year would not be fulfilled.
   

While economic concerns of the time may have played a factor in Gale’s 1932 response, Gao had expressed her wish to become a doctor prior to this, and Gale’s objection must be placed in the context of how she herself grew in her understanding of her daughter.  Ailie Gale described Mary Gao as an uncommonly intelligent young woman who liked to study, and she would later distinguish herself as academically talented.
  Despite this, Gale did not attempt to encourage Gao when the young woman began to express some interest in medical work as a teenager.  Despite Gao’s insistence, Gale asserted that her daughter “has not yet decided what she wants to make of herself. She has talked a little about medicine but I want her to feel very surely that she is fitted for that calling.”   While admitting that Mary Gao was a bright young woman who would get up “early in the morning to write Chinese characters” Gale did not see this, and Gao’s hint “that she might like to study medicine after she finishes college” as sufficient reason to conclude that Gao was serious about a career as a doctor.  “I shall not urge her,” Gale explained because “I think a doctor must have a natural inclination or else they cannot make a success of it.”
  When Mary Gao more directly stated that she wanted to be a doctor, Gale would reiterate that “a doctor that does not love her work must be a failure,” as though Gao’s willingness to study, capability for excelling and interest in medicine was not sufficient reason for this interest.
   

Gale consented to allowing Mary take her college entrance exams in 1932, however, in order to compromise, in light of the expenses, she asked that Gao delay college—not to teach, but to complete a nurses training course so that she could become “self-supporting if anything” should happen to her adoptive parents.  Gale reasoned that this would delay college for three years, thus allowing the Gale family to save up enough money during that time to pay for her college expenses three years later.  

Gale’s correspondence to supporters at the Simpson Church, in Brooklyn, New York (for the purpose of maintaining contributions for Gao’s education) would emphasize this concern.  In July 1932, Gale noted that the “friends at Simpson were only sending $50 gold but if they could send $100 gold the family could manage it (Gao’s college education).”  Gale related that Gao’s reaction to studying nursing for a year was “a big cry over the idea of not going to college next year” she hoped that Gao would “like it well enough” to take the complete nurses training” course.  Gale reasoned that her husband, Reverend Frank Gale, believed that “there is such a demand for nurses that she will always be able to make a good living – while there are many graduates of colleges out of positions.”
 While trying to encourage Gao to postpone college, Gale simultaneously tried to make a case to the Simpson church about the importance of Gao getting a college education.

Doubtlessly hoping to garner the much needed funds for Gao’s college education, Gale told church supporters: “The Chinese told me many nice things about Mary.  Our Chinese pastor said that the Chinese Principal had told him that she was one of the two finest characters in her class.”  Gale added that, after having a long talk with the Chinese pastor about Mary Gao’s future, both agreed that Gao was “very much broken up over the idea that she can’t go to college next year.”
  

In the summer of 1932, Gao’s letters reflected extreme disappointment and they became less frequent than normal, leading Gale to comment that “she is having a little pout.”
  Gao was now twenty-one year’s old and resentful that her parents acted on her behalf without consulting with her.   By August of that year, Gao finally wrote back to her parents to inform them that, while she had reluctantly agreed to one year of nurses training, she resented that her parents had gone ahead and placed her at the Wuhu Hospital school.  Unfortunately, she had no choice, as Rev. Gale had already made the arrangements for her to begin nursing studies there.

Gao’s unhappiness at finding herself in a nurses training program at Wuhu hospital did not dissipate, which was another testimony to her understanding of what she believed her autonomy as a woman should be. When Mary Gao’s father Rev. Frank Gale accompanied her to Wuhu, Ailie Gale reported that  “she kept begging to go to college.” When Ailie Gale wrote that “there was no money this year” Mary Gao’s frustration continued, as she “wept on his (Frank Gale’s) shoulder.”
  While the Gales did not feel that they could afford college, they were able to pay Mary Gao’s tuition at the hospital, due at the onset for her entire course. Gao’s tuition and uniforms were taken from $25.00 contributed by Simpson Church supporters.  Gale reasoned that this too was “for education, and although this isn’t for college, it is another kind of practical education,” and she would frequently mention that if anything should happen to her parents, Gao would be able to earn a living by nursing.

Admission to Wuhu Hospital’s nursing program was quite selective, as the girls would need to take an entrance examination and have a junior high school diploma.  As Wuhu’s director, Dr. Robert Brown noted, many girls wished to study nursing but few were qualified.  So few were qualified that the admission of fifteen for one year was considered high.  Training at Wuhu was demanding, as the nurses needed to work very hard. A combination of extremely hot weather and increasingly large numbers of patients made this work physically exhausting. Dr. Brown reasoned that “such experiences develop (sik) excellent self discipline in conserving ones strength and poise for the heavy task whenever it comes.”  Expressing views that paralleled early Chinese nationalist’s goals for Chinese women, Brown reasoned that this hard work made the women into “capable, understanding nurses ready to become leaders in their profession, serving the needs of their own people.”

Mary Gao’s dissatisfaction with nursing surfaced while two-thirds completed with her nursing training in 1934.  Gao’s frustration was initially expressed with a comment that perhaps she should have gone into teaching. Ailie Gale found this perplexing: Apparently forgetting that Gao had rejected both teaching and nursing, Gale reflected that she  had “always said she didn’t want to teach” but “she has been so enthusiastic about her nursing…”  Gao would pose questions to Gale that, while reflecting the wish for approval from her mother, also mirrored modern Chinese women’s concern with serving the needs of the Chinese nation at a time when Chiang K’ai shek initiated the New Life Movement.  Mary Gao’s questions were aimed at understanding how a woman could meet the needs of Chiang K’ai shek’s China.  She asked: 

Mother what kind of people are fit to live in this world? What are human beings to do? What kind of people does society need now? I think it will be fine for me to go out to the country and teach a few students there. Then I can plant my own little garden and change my life. Maybe I will feel happy and grow strong there. What do you think? If you think it is o.k. I will do it. I hope I will know how to fit in my surroundings and be the kind of person this world needs.
   

Her questions reflected the urgent motivation to meld personal autonomy with service to the Chinese nation at a time when the Nationalist party of Chiang k’ai Shek was implementing a rural program to rival that implemented by the Chinese Communists in Kiangsi and formulating a New Life movement whose influence would make an impact on Chinese women.

The province of Kiangsi, where Gao had gone to high school, represented Mao Tse-tung’s first attempt at land redistribution pursuant to the 1927 Northern Expedition.  When Chiang K’ai shek seized this area from the Communists, he embarked upon the creation of promotional associations which would implement the New Life Movement from the provincial to the hsien levels.  Through this program, two executive secretaries, a Chinese and a missionary, trained native leaders in Kiangsi to supervise village work in five areas: agriculture, public health, village industries, religious training and self-defense.  A doctor and nurse were sent to supervise public health work.  Since the New Life Movement aimed to reach deeply into the lives of Chinese and emphasize morality, cleanliness and discipline as well, Chiang would send out a Special Movement Force in an area recovered form the Communists, survey the needs of the people, set up morality drives and mass education programs and give general assistance to families.
  Through Madame Chiang Kai-shek, an American educated, Methodist voice for the New Life Movement, many Chinese women were given the message that they should devote themselves to serve the needs of China’s people, particularly by working to bring literacy and public health to rural areas untouched by modernization.
  

The New Life Movement’s goals were articulated at the same time that Gao reflected upon her career goals and may explain why Gao came to find teaching more appealing than she had in the past.  The movement’s goals were certainly reflected in a high school report card.   The reason for Gao’s search for answers and, what would become, a temporary change of heart about nursing, may have had something to do with her education, which had emphasized woman’s autonomy; however, it may also have been due to the influence of a fellow student nurse at the Wuhu Hospital.  According to Gale, Mary had a “crush” on this nurse by the name of Chen. The term “crush” reflects a psychological and idealistically motivated influence that Gao’s parents found troubling but not shocking.  Gale noted that in May of 1934  Gao “had chosen as a chum an older girl by the name of Chen.”  Gale noted that  “They are so thick that they cut out everyone else” and when Gao asked Rev. Gale “if she could bring the Chen girl (for summer vacation at Kuling)” her parents objected vehemently.

Gale may have been immediately disapproving of this relationship and she may have found this relationship highly threatening; however, she would later admit that conditions at the Wuhu Hospital was grueling for the nurses,.  Gao’s relationship with her friend, and their reluctance to cooperate with western hospital authorities was a way for these two young women to protest circumstances that they believed were unfair.  It was also a way for Gao to rebel against her parents’ original decision to take charge of her future when she felt that, as a modern Chinese woman, she was entitled to pursue the career path of her choice in order to serve China and it was their duty to heed her own wishes.

It is interesting that when Gao rebelled with her friend against western hospital authorities, refusing to follow orders and even going on a hunger strike, Mary Gao’s next step was to not only reject nursing (temporarily), but also Christianity.  To Gale’s horror, when Gao was given a hospital questionnaire with blanks to fill out, she replied “no” to the question:“Are you a Christian?”  When the Superintendent of Nurses followed up, thinking that “there must be some mistake and called her in to talk with her,” Gao confirmed that “she was not a Christian.”  Gale linked this rejection of Christianity to Gao’s education at the Ching  Hwa School in Nanking where Gale, upon reflection, came to believe that Gao’s interaction with “aristocrats and non-Christians (although it was conducted by the Christian Church)” was the root of her change,”and  hoped that a “new birth” would transform her.
  Gale was likely right, in that it was Gao’s education, along with this friendship, which allowed her the self-confidence to first demand a college education and then question her lack of autonomy in both choosing a nursing program and following hospital orders.  However disturbing the Ching Hwa school may have been for Gale, its aims certainly coincided with those of the New Life Movement and the aims of missionaries, hence, affirming that both could instill self-confidence among Chinese women even while emphasizing obedience.  Moreover, Gale’s initial decision to place Gao in the Ching Hwa school reflected her own emphasis upon the importance that Gao learn to be Chinese and serve her people rather than go to the United States and risk becoming Americanized.

According to Gao’s high school report card, along with such traditional subjects as Chinese, English, mathematics, science, Three Principles of the People, history, geography, drawing, physiological science, religion, Confucian Analects and physical education, the students were also graded on moral characteristics emphasized by the New Life Movement and reflective of Confucianism.  Such areas as diligence, perseverance, honor for one’s words, respect, honor (in general), ability to follow orders, ability to obey (in general), thrift and frugality were of equal importance.
  Thus, at the Ching Hwa School, Gao received an education that reflected both American Protestantism, Confucianism and Chinese nationalism. 

Gao’s ultimate decision to become a public health nurse mirrored that of  Chinese women at the time who would emphasize career as a means to serve China.  The women were entering fields of studies unrelated to mother/wife roles. Mary Gao would pursue a career, not to serve the home but to serve her nation much as early nationalists like Liang Zichao and as the New Life Movement would advocate 
  Public health nursing was a means through which Chinese women could implement the grassroots goals of the Nationalist party, thereby serving the nation. 

While Gale did rebel against nursing for a time, she eventually took her National Board exams in nursing by December of 1935, thus earning the status of a full fledged nurse in China.  The exams were both practical and written and if an examinee did not pass the practical given by the government they could not take the written.  Passing the practical in December of 1935, Gao went on to take ten written examinations, which she was quite confident about.  That Gao was confident about her career course at this time was reflected by the fact that she felt well, as “this was half the battle,” since her physical health often reflected other non-physical difficulties”

Eventually passing  her examinations with distinction, Mary Gao was now a government nurse by 1936.  Because the government required that all nurses in training take three months of public health nursing, Mary Gao’s exposure to this field led to the realization  that public health nursing was her calling.
   As part of her training, by April 1936, Gao was reporting that she was sent out to certain sections of the city for free vaccinations.  Gao’s job was to “go into the homes and try to argue the folks into being vaccinated.”  Many refused vaccinations so that from 1:30 to 5:00 in the afternoon she was only able to do twenty-six vaccinations, which Gao and Gale both saw as a low number but seems impressive in retrospect.
  By May, Gao went out to the countryside on a two-week Public Health trip, and in keeping with the New Life Movement’s rural emphasis, Gao would be studying the homes of the poor.  According to Gale, Gao would have to “find out what their salary is…their occupation, what money they have borrowed and what interest paid (which is exorbitant in most cases) and all their other problems.” Gao was part of the workforce of nurses that would be helping to ameliorate the problems of poverty in the Chinese countryside as dictated by the New Life movement, and she found this work very stimulating and meaningful.

 Gale reported her daughter’s successes with pride, noting that Gao “has great ambitions” and sought to find a position that would enable her to expand her knowledge: “As it is, when a patient comes in she says she knows what the doctor will order before he writes it.”  For this reason too, Gao aimed to take a course in public health and then make her way for post-graduate study in America.  Gale was thrilled with the idea and began, in 1937, to seek out scholarships for Gao that would enable her to go to the U.S.

Refused acceptance into a public health study program at the Peking Union Medical College because of the large number of applicants with more experience than she, Gao explored the parameters of nursing from 1937 to 1939.
  Gao would become a successful nurse who could command a high salary at a time when nurses were in significant demand, while waiting for Ailie Gale to procure a scholarship for her to continue her studies in the United States.   Gao sought nursing positions in order to learn more, broaden her horizons and increase her salary.  In 1939, Ailie Gale reported that the hospital where she worked tried all “kinds of schemes to hold her” and keep her from leaving. Despite this,  Mary Gao decided upon going to another hospital and working as an operating room nurse, which would mean a salary increase of $50, thus doubling her salary. She was “very highly recommended to the new place by” a doctor from Nanchang, a surgeon for the Red Cross units, who was impressed by “her ability” as well as her superb mastery of English and Chinese.
  While Gao would come to love her new position as nurse in charge of the operating room, she expressed the wish to leave for the United States and, at this time in Ailie Gale’s life, she may have somewhat begun to make up for not allowing Mary Gao to pursue her dream of college and medical school in 1932 by arranging for Gao’s departure from China in the fall of 1939.  

Through the help of Simpson Church supporter Priscilla Burtis,  Mary Gao’s trip expenses were paid and she would secure a position at a New York Hospital.
  Mary Gao left China for the United States in 1939, intending to stay for two years but she would not return.  While in the United States, Gao finally pursued her dream of a college degree at Goucher College and met and fell in love with another fellow public health student, Sui-Fang Chen.   The relationship between Gale and her daughter was strengthened as Gao matured. In fact, Gale noted that she corresponded more with Gao than she did with one of her sons, from whom she only got one letter per year.

Gao married Sui-Fang Chen in New York1942 and while Ailie Gale could not attend the wedding, as she was still in China, Gao’s long-time supporter, Priscilla Burtis, did attend, along with Otis Spencer Gale, Mary’s eldest brother, his wife and other Gale family members.  Gale, at this time back in Tzechung, in the province of Szechuan, deeply regretted not being able to attend; however, as reflective of the bond she shared with her daughter, she sent the vale she wore at her own wedding.  Gale relished the details of her daughter’s wedding – the dress, the cake, and expressed happiness that other members of the Gale family could attend.
  Perhaps as an indication that she saw Gao as though one would her own flesh and blood, she would also eventually send gao her gold jewelry, a long chain, bracelet and ring given to her by Gale’s Nanchang friend and Ida Kahn’s sister Mrs. Julia Cheng.  She noted that she still wore the gold chain with the “love” character and would not be sending it but “some day it will be yours.”
  Significantly, Gale could have passed these items on to her sons or their wives, but her bond with Mary Gao was stronger.  

Gale continued to support Gao from China, making arrangements for her to stay with family in New York, and worked for several years in order to obtain scholarships for both Gao and her husband  through the Methodist board.  These scholarships were extremely important, as without them, Gao could not have finished taking the courses she wanted.  Gale eventually obtained them through her connection with a fellow missionary.
  While Gale hoped that Gao would marry Sui-feng soon, and “not wait too long,” she also insisted that “both finish” their “work before” getting married, thus reflecting the perception that a woman should enter a marriage on an equal footing with her husband.
  Sadly, Gao once again suffered from being restricted from studying medicine. According to Gale, she was majoring in Child Education and welfare at that time because “there were no nursing courses at Goucher College.”  Despite this, Gale noted that Gao was enjoying taking courses in English, fine arts, and music.  As a testimony to her husband and mother’s support for her educational accomplishments, Sui-Fang would write to Gale to boast of Gao’s excellent grades and Gale would respond with pride: “My, they are fine and we are proud that you have made such a fine record.”

Some Chinese women doctors like Ida Kahn, while espousing traditional messages about womanhood, chose not to marry in order to serve the nation; however, Mary Gao took a path which mirrored the advice of her western mother and the examples that many Chinese women were offering at this time.  This did not mean that Mary and Dr. Gale espoused a more traditional role for women; rather, her decision to marry reflected the idea that a woman could marry while retaining her autonomy.    

For example, as Weili Ye’s study showed, how Chen Hengzhe, who arrived in the U.S. when Mary was two years old in 1914, and was one of the first nine female students on a Boxer indemnity scholarship, was influenced by an uncle that taught her to believe in her ability to “create one’s destiny” (zooming).  This uncle had told Chen Hengzhe stories about western missionary women in Guangdong province.  Her uncle’s examples led Chen Hengzhe to choose marriage while maintaining her career.
  That Gao was like Chen Hengzhe reflected both the influence of her parents’ marriage, living in the missionary community around such strong, career-oriented unmarried women as Ida Kahn, and her education.  In March 1937, Mary had watched a movie called “The White Parade,” in which a “nurse gave up her loer {lover} for (her) profession.”  Gale reflected upon the fact that Rev. Gale vehemently objected to the concept of an “old maid.”  When Gale queried Mary Gao for her reaction to the movie, Mary responded that she “thought she ought to be that kind.” The remark surprised Gale but did not displease her.
  

The remark that Mary Gao had made in 1937 doubtlessly reflected Gao’s evolving understanding of marriage.  It was not very common for Chinese women to challenge the entrenched inequality of the Chinese home.  Rather, as Weili Ye’s study has shown, early in the twentieth century Chinese women restricted themselves to looking at the technical aspects of homemaking that women would need to attend to.  On the other hand, missionary women like Gale challenged the power of Chinese men in the home through Christianity.
  Likewise, Mary Gao, assumed that a woman’s role in the home should be the dominant one.  For example, in an obvious affront to what Chinese culture would define as “face,” Mary Gao challenged the authority of her father in front of the Superintendent of Nurses while in training at the Wuhu Hospital.  When Francis Gale requested that Mary take her things home from the hospital she said “No!” “I will wait until I get home and ask Mother.”
 

Gale not only served as an example of a woman’s dominance in the home by reflecting the ideal of the American companionate marriage, but through her mission work, sought to challenge the way that Chinese men treated women.  This is evident with Gale’s happiness when she observed that “Mary and her husband…both go to school and cook together.  He knows as much about cooking as she does so together they ought to be able to get some very tasty meals.”
  

Gao would finish her education and become a mother of two.  Mary and her Sui-fang had two children, Spencer, the youngest, a boy, born in 1946 and named after Mary Gao’s brother Spencer (which was also Gale’s maiden name and the meaning of Gao’s name) and Priscilla, named after Priscilla Burtis.  Mary Gao described her baby boy and young daughter Priscilla, who doted on her brother in a letter to Miss Burtis in 1946.  “It seems like I am too busy to write all the letters I want to now when the day is over and the kids in bed…some times I am too tired to write.”  Despite the fatigue, Mary seemed to relish being a wife and mother, telling her father that she was “happily married and that she and her husband loved “each other so dearly” that it was reflected in their “devotion and interest to and in the children.”

While Gale relished Gao’s ability to combine career and family, she hoped “they can be here for China needs such fine folks as they are…Especially now at this period of reconstruction…”  The family considered returning to China in 1947 but Ailie Gale noted that one never knew what would happen with the Communists.  Rev. Gale, concerned for Gao’s economic well-being and compensation, did not see China as the place for his daughter in 1947, noting: “I am glad that you are not in China at present. Those who are working for the government are underpaid and often have to wait for a long time before they get their salaries.”  Rev. Gale explained that a woman running an orphanage for the government noted that she had insufficient money and that had she been dependent solely “on the government her orphans would not have enough to eat.” Rev. Gale also noted that since “moral life” was poor he hoped that Mary Gao would “remain in the USA until conditions” improved.
  

In fact, both Ailie and Frank Gale left China with deep sadness in 1950; hence, none of the family would be able to return to their beloved nation.  Gao and her family, and the Gales would remain in the United States.  While Gao could not become a doctor, she would be trained as a career woman and she would become a mother in a companionate marriage – a woman who combined many of the characteristics embodied by both missionary education and nationalist notions of the modern Chinese woman.  


Mary Gao’s unhappiness while training at the Wuhu hospital may have been the result of cognitive dissonance. Gale had raised and educated, through Christian schools, Mary Gao to serve the needs of her people through self-actualization through a profession, instilling in her the idea that a woman could decide upon a career to serve the Chinese nation.   Gale’s respect for Gao’s Chinese culture doubtlessly added to her daughter’s self-esteem and sense of autonomy, as had her rigorous education at both Baldwin and Ching Hwa school.  During a time period when Gao sought to fulfill self-directed ambitions, frustrations owed to finances and circumstances prevented Gao from realizing them.

     Mary Gao’s   relationship with her older Chinese woman friend named Chen may, in fact, have served as a rebellion against her mother and father’s control as westerners imposing limitations upon her career, as well as upon the western controlled Wuhu Hospital’s difficult conditions.  According to Gale, when Gao’s friend Chen was sent home  to recuperate after having surgery, the Superintendent of Nurses at Wuhu decided that Chen would not be returning and Mary Gao responded by going on a hunger strike. Since Gao often lost weight when upset, prompting her mother to write anguished letters of concern over her daughter’s weight loss and physical weakness, the hunger strike may have represented a way for Mary Gao to take control back from her parents and align herself with an older, wiser and modern Chinese woman, typical of the new career woman to emerge in China at the time.
  While Gale complained when Mary Gao worked hard to convince her parents to see things her way when it came to college, it was she that taught her daughter to believe in herself and be pro-active in order to achieve her goals.  Remarking upon Mary Gao’s talents as a nurse, Gale noted that she was assertive and could complement her nursing skills with the ability to get people to do what she wanted.
  Indeed, encouraging assertiveness among Chinese women, and admiring that trait, was something typical among Christian missionaries.  According to a “statement of Medical Work in China” from the Woman’s Foreign Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1915, the WFMS, the observation was made that “while she (Dr. Ida Kahn)  is undoubtedly an able and interesting woman, she is distinctly lacking in push and in self-confidence.  Everybody says that she continually doubts her ability to undertake new things.  In this she is quite the opposite from her colleague, Dr. Stone.”
  Clearly, Gao demonstrated significant self-confidence, as reflected in all her endeavors, and this would often be remarked upon with pride by Gale. 

Gale’s respect for Gao would only  increase with the passage of time and one can say that it was through Mary Gao that Gale grew to a more enlightened view of the possibilities of racial equality.  Whereas Gale had ordered Gao to follow the career path that she had deemed practical years earlier, later, she seemed more willing to be the one to take direction from Gao and defer to her to better understand many things.  In 1937 and 1938, as Gale worked to understand political developments in China she turned to Gao for guidance because she “seemed to have the answers”: “She is full of fine ideas and has eyes that see everything.”  In a manner that belies most parent-daughter relationships that do not even involve interracial adoption, Gale was willing to allow her daughter to be the powerful, knowing one, noting that “Mary puts me wise on many things.”


In crossing the divide that missionaries erected to separate themselves from the Chinese by occupying separate spaces, Gale and Gao’s lives became entwined.  This entwining was significant in encouraging Gao to become the self-confident woman she would develop into. This entwining also reflected the confluence among the goals of missionary education for women and those of Chinese nationalists.  At a time when definitions of Chinese womanhood were important to the development of the Chinese nation-state and when conceptions of education, career and marriage were often linked to Chinese nationalism for women, the story of Gao’s education, self-understanding and evolution can shed light on these developments.  
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