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 Ms. Julia Loury Sign Magazine “With the Passionists in China” Historical Essay 

April, May, June 1931 with Introduction by Father Robert E. Carbonneau, C.P., Ph.D.  

 

Introduction 

Introduction to the Essay by Father Rob Carbonneau, C.P., Ph.D. Adjunct Professor of History 

Undergraduate Assignment Catholic Missionaries’ Articles and Photography: Understanding 

Republican Era Chinese Society as seen in Sign Magazine- A U.S. National Catholic Monthly 

published by the Passionists.  

From 1921 to 1982 The Sign was a U.S. Catholic magazine published monthly by the Passionist 

Congregation, St. Paul of the Cross Province, based in the Eastern United States. From 1921 to 

1951, “With the Passionists in China” was a popular monthly feature of written by missionaries 

based in Hunan province. Each student in this class received three sequential issues of this 

magazine. These were archival copies from the Passionist Historical Archives. First, students 

were asked to write a bibliographic review of the pertinent China articles from these selected 

magazines. Second, students were asked to research and write a research paper summarizing and 

interpreting the selected articles and photos from archival copies from the magazines that they 

were given. The total length of this paper was suggested to be approximately 3,000 words which 

is equal to about 12 double-spaced pages. Footnotes were encouraged. Third, students were 

asked to undertake this written assignment as a layered presentation. Each student was to keep in 

mind the following questions so as to help them write their paper.  

Describe how you understand the China articles, photographs, and fund-raising materials as a 

cross-cultural historical relationship. 

 ➢ Presume your reader is a college student like yourself or an educated person who might 

stumble upon your summary on the internet.  

➢ Thus, explain to that person who reads your essay what you consider important. Write about 

you have learned from the articles and photographs in the magazines you have been given that 

pertain to Modern China. You are to educate the reader thematically, and by doing so activate 

their knowledge and interest to actually read the articles and look at the photos that you have 

described in your synopsis.  

➢ Students were encouraged to be as focused as possible in their summary they wrote. At the 

same time, they were encouraged to be free to write with credibility and insight rather than fear 

that the information in these articles and from these photos is too much for the reader to handle. 

➢ Bottom line: the objective of this undergraduate written assignment was to free the reader to 

appreciate twentieth century China and see the content as a gift of cross-cultural understanding.  

This was an undergraduate history on China. Since students had no prior knowledge of this 

history or culture I prompted them to consider two themes that might help them write their 
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respective Sign Magazine articles. Theme One: describe for the reader what you consider best 

depicts the life and experience of the Passionist missionaries, the Sisters of Charity from 

Convent Station, New Jersey and the Sisters of St. Joseph from Baden, Pennsylvania. Presume 

this will come to life based upon your analysis and presentation found it the respective written 

articles and the photos associated with each article. To rephrase this, your writing should stress 

and bring to life what is going on in the daily lives of the missionary men and women as seen in 

what they wrote and associated photos. Think of yourself as their voice. Think of yourself 

bringing them to life once again ninety years later.  

Theme Two: describe for the reader what you consider best depicts the life and experience of the 

Chinese people and their daily life, culture and identity in the changing parameters of their 

society from 1929 to 1940. As in the above section, this perspective will come to life based upon 

what you are able to cull from the articles and photos. Keep in mind that while it will probably 

be the case that there are no Chinese who wrote articles, I am sure you have noticed that there are 

so many dimensions in these articles and these photos that offer understanding and make visible 

the pulse of Chinese society.  

Again, to rephrase this: your writing should stress and bring to life what is going on in the daily 

lives of these Chinese people. Note that in some cases their names are provided, and we actually 

can visualize their experience in the photos associated with each article. Think of yourself as 

their voice. Think of yourself bringing them to life once again ninety years later.  

Please cite this article below as: Julia Loury. Passionist Historical Archives website link: [add the link 

from the browser] 

Ms. Julia Loury Sign Magazine “With the Passionists in China” Historical Essay April, 

May, June 1931 

 

 Throughout Sign magazine, there are numerous photographs included in the articles. The 

inclusion of these photos grabs the reader’s attention and supplements the writings of the 

missionaries. I have found that the photos in my assigned Sign magazines are expressive of the 

life of the missionaries. The theme of the brutality of bandits is expressed through photos from 

the article, “From Chenki They Went to Death.” There is a photo included picturing the Altars in 

the Chenki Mission. The photo shows the altar itself as well as the empty rows of pews. The altar 

was where the missionaries, Fathers Walter Coveyou, Godfrey Holbein, and Clement Seybold, 

said their final Masses on April 22, 1929, two days prior to a fatal attack by bandits. In the pews, 
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would have been seated several local Christians who gathered in faith and prayer following the 

lead of the three missionary men. Unfortunately, the three Fathers were brutally murdered at the 

hand of the bandits and died in Hunan for their beliefs as martyrs of the Christian faith.  

The inclusion of the pictured Altars at the Chenki Mission serves as a remembrance of 

these men and their faithful service in Hunan. The picture represents what these men came to 

devote themselves to and proves their commitment to spreading their faith even in an 

unpredictable, dangerous environment. It isn’t clear if the photo was taken before or after the 

attack since the details of the altar are blurry and no symbols of martyrdom, like palm branches, 

can be clearly identified. Thus, the nature of the photo is unknown, but I might infer that the 

ghostly emptiness of the pews is intentional to show the reader the sudden and harsh contrast 

between the Fathers’ final Mass to their death. The remaining missionaries photographed the 

empty pews and the altar, and they were included in this article of the Sign to remember the 

deaths of the three martyrs and express the hostile environment which the Hunan missionaries 

were dealing with every day. This documents the harsh reality of the missionaries in Hunan 

living amongst the assumed risk of local bandit attacks, yet these Fathers spread and preached 

Christianity up until their final days.1 

A second photo from the Sign magazine within the article, “The Growth of Kienyang,” 

shows another image of a church. Specifically, the Chapel of the Agonizing Christ in Kienyang 

is pictured and demonstrates the repetitive theme of banditry that the missionaries faced, but this 

time the attack was on the Chapel. This photo encompasses a time of growth for the church in 

Kienyang as Father Kevin Murray, C.P. witnessed an increase in converts too many for his small 

oratory to accommodate. The Chapel pictured proved to be a fitting property to facilitate the 

                                                      
1 Theophane Maguire, C.P., “From Chenki They Went to Death,” Vol. 10. Sign (April 1931): 571, photo. 
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expansion of Christian converts. However, the acquisition of the pictured property didn’t come 

without conflict as bandits tried to break in, hacking at the door, and the large Chapel sustained 

the attack when the bandits fled.  

The photograph shows many empty pews and a grand altar. It is unknown if this picture 

was taken by missionaries prior to the bandit attack or after. The picture could have been taken 

prior to represent the growth of the Christian faith in Hunan by showing the several extra seats 

and grandness of the Chapel. However, I may infer that the photo was taken following the attack 

to supplement the missionary’s writings within the article itself. The photo documents how the 

Chapel withstood the attack by bandits and continued to stand in its glory. The missionaries 

couldn’t capture the attack in action as photographs weren’t quick or easy at the time. However, 

they would have been able to revisit the scene and capture the essence of the Chapel following 

such an attempted attack to express the continued threat of bandits to the people and buildings of 

the mission.2 

Furthermore, another photograph of a Chapel at Kaotsun Exposition is shown in the 

article, “Kaotsun: A Thriving Village.” This photo also demonstrates the continued theme of 

altercations faced by the missionaries, but this time against the Reds and particularly expressing 

the missionaries' ability to overcome the attacks. The photo shows the empty Chapel with fewer 

and more basic pews among an altar. However, this Chapel was attacked by Reds when 

Communism reached Kaotsun. The mission was looted and wrecked with the altar and flooring 

of the Chapel being burned along with the brick walls being broken. 

The inclusion of the photo of the Chapel standing intact represents the hardiness of the 

Christian faith and of the missionaries in Hunan. It is unclear whether the photo of the Chapel is 

                                                      
2 Theophane Maguire, C.P., “The Growth of Kienyang,” Vol. 10. Sign (June 1931): 696, photo. 
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of the original building or after its restoration. The photo could have been taken by missionaries 

to document the Chapel itself. Or, it could have been photographed after the attack and 

restoration to show the commitment of the missionaries in standing against the threatening 

environment of Hunan. The missionaries faced attacks from the local bandits or Red armies at 

any moment and lived in such an uncertain atmosphere. Yet, they still proved to overcome the 

attacks and strengthen their faith. 

The inclusion of the photo of the Chapel at Kaotsun also helps demonstrate the reality of 

the Chapel and the missionaries to the readers. They face constant attacks yet remain focused on 

and driven by faith. The Chapel’s attack by Reds can also be viewed in a political sense as the 

Communists would hope to bury photos and destroy evidence of foreign relationships of the 

time. The Reds would have aimed to wound the missionary forces and rid the liability of their 

existence in China. However, the photo of the Chapel still existing proves the strength of the 

missionaries even further against such a constant threat.3 

Another photo from, “Christmas Peace at Yuanchow,” shows Father Anthony Maloney 

and his catechist in the street alongside the Chenki Mission. The scene in the narrow street of the 

mission shows an underlying theme of peace and quiet. Pictured on the street are Father Anthony 

Maloney and his Catechist only accompanied by one additional silhouette behind them. The 

scene is undoubtedly peaceful, especially when compared to other pictures of Chinese streets of 

the time. This was probably an intentionally peaceful photo to accompany the article on peace 

during the holy holiday of Christmas.  

The inclusion of this photo in the Sign magazine shows how Christmas is respected as a 

time of peace in Hunan missions as well. The missionaries probably took this photo to express a 

                                                      
3 Theophane Maguire, C.P., “Kaotsun: A Thriving Village,” Vol. 10. Sign (May 1931): 633, photo. 



 Loury 6 

nice, friendly side of their relations in Hunan. With the recurring theme of attacks and violence, 

it is important that the missionaries also capture the essence of their existence in China as it was 

intended, to spread faith and peace. It is also important that the Sign magazine publish a hopeful 

aspect of Chinese relations. However, it is not evident whether the photo matches the timeframe 

of the Christmas themed article. But it can be assumed that the atmosphere of the photo 

effectively demonstrates the ambiance of the holy holiday season. It is also evident that there is a 

delay between the life of missionaries in Hunan and the publishing of Sign magazine issues as 

the article and photo represent the Christmas time and the issue was published in June. However 

long this delay took is unknown, but the importance of relaying information and photographs of 

peaceful relations from missionaries in Hunan to the United States remains quintessential to their 

existence in China.4 

 The articles themselves within Sign magazine, specifically the May and June 

issues, also elicit several themes of the time to paint a story of the life of the Chinese people. 

Within the violently changing tides of the country lie the struggles of the Chinese people as well 

as their abilities to overcome these hurdles. For one, the theme of opium and the struggles 

surrounding it are present within the articles and within the lives of the Chinese. This drug was 

expressed as a curse to China for the hardships it caused. One of the notable concerns that opium 

caused was financial problems. In the article, “The Growth of Kienyang,” it is mentioned that the 

property Father Kevin Murray would renovate into a chapel was once the possession of a citizen 

whose “wealth had been squandered on opium.” This demonstrates how a citizen's addiction to 

opium can affect his wealth dramatically, even having to sell off a sacred place like a family 

temple.5 

                                                      
4 Edward McCarthy, C.P., “Christmas Peace at Yuanchow,” Vol. 10. Sign (April 1931): 573, photo. 
5 Theophane Maguire, C.P., “The Growth of Kienyang,” Vol. 10. Sign (June 1931): 696. 
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Not only did opium ruin the Chinese citizens’ wealth, but it also took up valuable farming 

land space. In the article “Kaotsun: A Thriving Village,” it is mentioned how national and 

provincial edicts were in place to ban the raising of opium crops. However, many often ignore 

these laws and got away with growing and distributing the drug regardless. This demonstrates 

how rampant and unregulated the growing of opium was which led to farming space being taken 

up by such a crop. During such hard times in China when the risk of famine was high and often 

real, the fertile plateaus where nutritious food could be grown were oftentimes occupied by 

opium plants. This only further promotes the fact that opium was a struggle for the Chinese 

which affected several aspects of their lives.6 

Furthermore, in the article, “More than 2,000 Years Ago,” the narrator, Jeremiah 

McNamara, C.P., is told of a Chinese tradition and backstory. He considered it to be so 

imaginative that he deemed it the outcome of fabrication by a local high off an opium pipe. This 

is only a specific instance in which a foreign missionary may blame Chinese traditional stories, 

which the citizens believe wholeheartedly, on the product of an opium addict. Whether or not 

this is the case is unknown, but the integrity of the Chinese people is hurt by their long and dark 

history of opium use.7 

On the other side of the Chinese people’s struggle with the notion of opium is their 

willingness and ability to overcome such struggles and stereotypes as those related to the drug. 

The connotation associated with opium and its ruins leaves a mark on the reputation of the 

Chinese people. However, it is important to recognize the theme of humanity within the true 

Chinese lifestyle. The missionaries make note of this in the article, “Three More for China,” 

where they emphasize the essence of the individual soul. The missionary mentions how the 

                                                      
6 Theophane Maguire, C.P., “Kaotsun: A Thriving Village,” Vol. 10. Sign (May 1931): 634. 
7 Jeremiah McNamara, C.P., “More Than 2,000 Years Ago,” Vol. 10. Sign (May 1931): 636. 
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Chinese people are truly sociable, hard-working, frugal, and cheerful. The heart of China may be 

overshadowed by such bad reputations, such as their struggles with opium. This is why the 

missionary also notes how the true backbone of the nation are the everyday people who the 

missionaries have grown to admire and love. Through the article, the missionaries want to 

express to the reader how genuine the true Chinese people are. Also, the reader may take the 

missionary’s word for it since they are living in the interior amongst the everyday citizens.8 

The humanity of the local Chinese people is also demonstrated through the local street 

scenes described in the article, “About Town in China,” where the writer, Edward McCarthy, 

C.P., takes the reader on a journey through the streets of Yuanchow, Hunan. With peasant 

children as the guides, he describes scenes such as courteous family offerings of melon seeds and 

tea, customary ceremonious farewells of bows and well wishes, and watercarriers transporting 

river water to their homes. The article also describes the small pleasures of real Chinese life in a 

bustling area where the crowd is good-natured and slow-moving, a blind man is led along by a 

little boy, and laughing children are skipping by. The Chinese people are portrayed as a 

courteous, traditional, and cheerful crowd as they live their everyday lives. The author uses 

descriptive imagery in telling a story of the humanity of Chinese life beneath the struggles on the 

surface.9 

The Chinese struggled with opium as well as other things, like famine. The theme of 

famine is present in Sign magazine and is only worsened by the continual growth of opium in 

China, taking fertile plateau space from food crops. The article, “More than 2,000 Years Ago,” 

mentions how the haunting threat of famine was never far away for the Chinese people. Famine 

                                                      
8 “Three More for China,” Vol. 10. Sign (May 1931): 632. 
9 Edward McCarthy, C.P., “About Town in China,” Vol. 10. Sign (June 1931): 698-702. 
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was an existing, unpredictable struggle in which the citizens were almost slaves to the soil since 

those crops were their only means of livelihood.10 

The article, “The Growth of Kienyang,” also portrays the struggles of famine as even the 

mission was having difficulty obtaining food. It mentions how the price of rice was at ten times 

increase, and the General had forbidden merchants from selling rice to anyone other than himself 

in order to feed his army. Clearly, the famine days of 1926 were difficult on the locals as their 

well-being relied very heavily on the harvest.11 

Furthermore, in “Kaotsun: A Thriving Village,” the bandits fed their captive, Father 

Ernest, a meal of wheat. The wheat was ground and boiled and offered to eat. This is the reality 

of famine-time meals. This was also during the famine of 1926 and shows the low extent to 

which the local Chinese were forced. They were lucky to eat anything of nutrition they could get 

their hands on, including plain, boiled wheat, as many other locals were not as fortunate, and 

many died from famine.12 

Although the Chinese people struggled heavily from famine as well, they maintained 

their values. A simple example of this is how the bandits make the effort to feed their captive, 

Father Ernest, the same fare of themselves in the article, “Kaotsun: A Thriving Village.” It even 

mentions how the bandits offered the meager meal with “apologies that they had neither rice nor 

vegetables.” This shows how the traditional values and manners of even the Chinese bandits 

remained present during times of famine.13 

A more compelling example of how the Chinese citizens continued to be a people of 

values is how strong their commitment to their ideals and the theme of learning was during times 

                                                      
10 Jeremiah McNamara, C.P., “More Than 2,000 Years Ago,” Vol. 10. Sign (May 1931): 636. 
11 Theophane Maguire, C.P., “The Growth of Kienyang,” Vol. 10. Sign (June 1931): 696. 
12 Theophane Maguire, C.P., “Kaotsun: A Thriving Village,” Vol. 10. Sign (May 1931): 633. 
13 Theophane Maguire, C.P., “Kaotsun: A Thriving Village,” Vol. 10. Sign (May 1931): 633. 
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of famine. The article, “More than 2,000 Years Ago,” talks of the constant threat of famine for 

poor, simple countryfolk. Yet, the peasants retained “a veneration for learning, of which their 

poverty and lack of opportunities could not rob them.” The Chinese valued their ability to learn 

and have knowledge no matter their circumstances. The missionaries surely noted and 

emphasized the importance of this Chinese value as an important indicator of promise for the 

Church. The article mentions, “once they have really grasped the word of the Faith… they will 

prize it above everything.”14 

The diligence of the Chinese for learning is further demonstrated in the article, “Kaotsun: 

A Thriving Village.” It mentions how most of the Christian locals were farmers without 

schooling. The Chinese were so earnest in their faith as to tie their catechisms around their necks 

to pause and memorize the doctrine and prayers while plowing their fields or doing chores 

around the house. The locals remained conscientious and inspired to learn, as “the Chinese have 

always admired diligent students.” This shows the true dedication of the Chinese people to their 

values and ideals for education and learning, especially when it came to their faith.15 

The Sign magazine has offered a very unique challenge to respect the experience of 

twentieth century China. The magazine encompasses such a fascinating structure as the articles 

were written by Passionist missionaries living amongst the Chinese citizens in Hunan, China. 

The inclusion of photos taken by missionaries in the magazine also offers a different aspect to 

the magazine. In analyzing the articles, it was easy to get caught up in the why of the topics and 

photographs included as each article and picture was a choice to be incorporated by the 

magazine. Definitely the most challenging part of this assignment has been the ambiguity of 

                                                      
14 Jeremiah McNamara, C.P., “More Than 2,000 Years Ago,” Vol. 10. Sign (May 1931): 636. 
15 Theophane Maguire, C.P., “Kaotsun: A Thriving Village,” Vol. 10. Sign (May 1931): 634. 
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direction. I have struggled with choosing specific themes to explore within the articles and 

photos, and my limited knowledge on the topic made me second guess my ideas.  

However, I was surprised with myself to be able to make connections between themes. 

Once I had an outline mapped out, themes began to flow and connect with my overall vision of 

the missionaries and the Chinese. Also, using actual archival magazines has been a once in a 

lifetime opportunity. I find myself in shock every time I hold the magazines – wondering where 

their origin was and the history of the physical magazines themselves. This contrasts my usual 

experience with digital articles and imagery. Having the physical copy of the Sign magazine 

made me realize how real the articles and photos were and how they were the words and actions 

of real people. It made the history come alive more than a digital form would have.  

My analysis of the Sign magazine and its themes has opened my eyes further to my areas 

of study in entrepreneurship and Asian studies. Being able to handle and analyze such important 

documents of Chinese history was an experience I will never forget and has taught me much 

about the humanity and reality of the citizens of China. I have learned to appreciate the values 

and culture of the Chinese to supplement my Asian studies concentration, and I feel like I have a 

better overall understanding of the history of China and the Passionist’s role.  

I can also relate many of the themes I have analyzed to my Entrepreneurship major. I 

study all things business, so I can understand the motivation behind aspects of Chinese life. For 

one, the growing of opium proved to be a lucrative business for someone. I can assume that the 

business was pushed for and continued by money-hungry businessmen. My knowledge of the 

bribery and lobbying side of business also leads me to believe that the ignorance of edicts against 

the growing of opium may not have been accidental. It is a sad reality that the profits of greedy 

people can have such ill effects on the population of an entire country.  
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I can also relate entrepreneurship to the wholesomeness of Chinese farming. Many 

citizens provided for themselves through farming; they could even sell extra produce for a profit. 

This is a basic example of entrepreneurship in which the Chinese farmers were in the agricultural 

business for their families. I have enjoyed this assignment in analyzing three issues of the Sign 

magazine as it has developed my critical thinking skills and furthered my knowledge on the 

history of Chinese and missionary life.  

 


