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The Church Missionary Society (Anglican) in Britain maintained a mission station and a large 
hospital in Hangzhou at the time of the Sino-Japanese war.  Bishop John Curtis presided over all 
evangelical and educational work in Zhejiang (Chekiang) Province and Dr. Stephen Douglas 
Sturton ran a medical complex of 500 beds, which in the mid-1920s had 18 doctors together with 
nurses and supporting staff and maintained a medical college with over 60 students.  Both men 
were in the city during the events of the fall and winter of 1937-38 chronicled by McMullen in 
his weekly letters.  We consulted the archives of the CMS at the Cadbury Library of the 
University of Birmingham to see how others in Hangzhou reported these same events.   

First-hand records for the CMS Hangzhou mission in this single year are few and far between, 
found in two principal locations.  The most extensive and detailed information can be gleaned 
from the Annual Reports of individuals doing evangelical, educational, and medical mission 
work.  These were submitted each year to the home office in London and were filed 
alphabetically by last name.  (CMS Archives, Section 1, East Asian Missions, Part 20, Reels 
440-442).  We confronted three problems in trying to extract material about wartime conditions 
from these reports.  First, they were typically written in the summer of each year, looking back 
over the previous twelve months.  Thus reports for 1937, composed in July, did not capture the 
war around Shanghai in the late summer or the Japanese military advance in the fall or the 
occupation of Hangzhou at the end of the year; by the time missionaries got around to writing 
reports for the next year, their accounts of events were cast in the past tense and displayed little 
inclination to dwell of what had now already happened.  Second, most of these reports were quite 
narrow narratives about people coming and going, local activities and the stuff of missionary life 
(Bible study, congregational meetings, hospital work, facilities and costs) – accounts which 
tended to swallow up broader description and reflections.  Finally, these records were often 
handwritten and then preserved on microfilm, making them devilishly difficult to decipher, let 
alone reproduce digitally. We post here two of these annual reports from the summer of 1938, 
one composed by Bishop Curtis, the other by Rev. W.R.O. Taylor, who was the acting secretary 
of the mission for that year. 

More helpful were documents archived in a file entitled “Sino-Japanese Relations, 1937-38” 
(CHgP1).  These were reports from all over China about wartime conditions and included a few 
contemporaneous accounts of events in Hangzhou from the fall and winter of 1937-38.  We 
found three letters from Taylor, the first in September upon his arrival in Hangzhou and two 
others written in November.  No further correspondence from him was found in this file, but 
there is a letter from Bishop Curtis, composed in February 1938, describing events in the city 
reaching back into December.   

None of these documents – which we reproduce here in chronological order – convey the 
urgency of the situation or the complexity of activity that are to be found in McMullen’s regular 
missives.  But while they lack the richness of his description, they do carry echoes of 
McMullen’s accounts. Certain familiar themes in McMullen’s letters rebound through the 
material in the CMS archives:  the isolation felt by those in Hangzhou; the lack of information, 
whether via radio or letters; the challenges posed by daily Japanese bombing raids; the efforts in 
the fall to keep schools and hospitals running; the new perplexities in winter about how to deal 



with the occupation authorities; and a persistent tendency in writing about wartime events to play 
down the horrors of looting and raping that they witnessed – whether to avoid giving offense to 
the Japanese, or to reassure those back home, or in recognition that conditions in Hangzhou were 
not as dire as elsewhere (clear reports about what happened in Nanjing were available to them by 
February of 1938). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Letter from Rev. W.R.O. Taylor, September 7, 1937  
 
W.R.O. Taylor was the acting secretary for the CMS mission in Hangzhou during 1937-38, 
replacing John Bird who went on furlough in August 1937.  He arrived from Chefoo in the first 
week of September, two days before McMullen landed in Shanghai on his return from furlough, 
and he composed his first report to the CMS Secretary, J. Gurney Barclay, in London on 
September 7th, two days before McMullen’s first letter home.   
 
Source: CMS Archives CHg P1 “Sino-Japanese Relations.”   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 







Two Letters from Rev. W.R.O. Taylor, November 6 and 20, 1937  
 
After a long delay, two more letters from November give some updates on the war situation and 
news about individuals.   
 
Source: CMS Archives CHg P1 “Sino-Japanese Relations.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 











Circular to Friends of the Chekiang Mission, February 2, 1938  
 
While there are no further letters from Taylor in this file, but there is indication that Barclay and 
others at CMS headquarters in London were hungry for news and had only scant information 
once the Japanese occupied Hangzhou on Christmas Eve, 1937.  One circular memo to “Friends 
of the Chekiang Mission” in February summarizes what little was known. 
 
Source: CMS Archives CHg P1 “Sino-Japanese Relations.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





Letter from Bishop John Curtis, February 19, 1937  
 
Some two weeks later, Bishop Curtis wrote a long letter giving a retrospective report on the 
situation in Hangzhou since the Japanese occupation of the city.  Dated February 19, 1938 it was 
not received in London until late March. 
 
Source: CMS Archives CHg P1 “Sino-Japanese Relations.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 











Annual Report from Bishop John Curtis, July 26, 1938 and 
Acknowledgement, October 31, 1938 
 
We then reproduce two annual reports from the summer of 1938.  The first, from Bishop Curtis, 
is poorly copied and difficult to read.  It passes over the harsh realities of occupation with 
references to “the lion’s den” and the “burning fiery furnace” and focuses instead on how 
conditions had improved with the “restoration of order” and how the work of the mission – both 
its hospital and its congregations - was “wonderfully preserved” from “the many dangers of the 
occupied time, especially the first two months”.  The tone of this report elicited an arch 
acknowledgement from Barclay in late October, noting that Curtis, along with others on the spot, 
preferred not to talk about “the bad side of things.” 
 
Source: CMS Archives Section 1: East Asian Missions, Part 20/Reel 440. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 













Annual Report from Rev. W.R.O. Taylor, August 17, 1938 
 
W.R.O. Taylor composed his annual report in August, happily on a typewriter and thus legible.  
Aside from personal information about his family and travels, the bulk of the letter focuses on 
activities in the fall of 1937 – efforts to carry on in spite of the war and then preparations for the 
occupation, which came “peacefully”.  But about what followed the Japanese arrival – “a great 
trial to us all” – he says little – “I haven’t left room, and it would not be advisable to go into 
details” – thus bearing out Barclay’s comment about the tendency to avoid the ugly bits. 
 
CMS Archives Section 1: East Asian Missions, Part 20/Reel 442. 










