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You are so good, Young, at always denying yourself, and sulking after the 

good of others. I love you so much for your pure spirit…and I wish I could 

be like you. I dare not aspire to exceed you, it would be too vain of me. I 

shall try to imitate you. I can scarcely ask you to love me, Young. (I am so 

unworthy of the love of one so pure).
1
 

 

These are the words of Mary Houston as written in a letter to her fiancée at the time, 

Young John Allen, while finishing college at Wesleyan College in Georgia. It is obvious 

that at this point in her life she is internally struggling with her relationship with God and 

Christianity, and turns to her fiancée, Young John Allen for religious support and 

guidance. Yet, almost immediately after marrying Allen, their lives change, introducing 

new obstacles and struggles to overcome, as his missionary work directs their lives to 

China. This journey to China in the nineteenth century took place during a time when 

relations between China and the West were in their early stages.  

For most of history leading up to the nineteenth century, China had minimal 

contact with any Western civilizations. As China slowly began to interact with the west, 

one of the significant ways in which they did this was through Christian missionaries 

spreading Christianity through the cities that were open to free trade in China. Records 

from these missionaries, including letters, journals, and official documents, provide 

information not only about their success, but their experiences with and perceptions of 

the Chinese and their society. China‟s history with Christianity at this time included the 

Taiping Rebellion. This nineteenth century rebellion was led by Hong Xiuquan who 

believed himself to be the son of God and preceded to spread his own misinterpreted 

version of Christianity until the rebellion was put down by Qing forces. Throughout the 

nineteenth century though, missionaries continued to arrive in China.  

Young John Allen was raised and educated in Georgia before devoting his life to 

missionary work in China, the country assigned to him by the Board of Missions through 

the Methodist church. Along with his wife and infant daughter, he embarked on his 

journey to Shanghai in 1859. Various documents not only indicate his activities and 

successes, but also his thoughts and opinion on the Chinese and their Empire.  

There is a good record of Young John Allen‟s activities while abroad as an 

American Methodist missionary in China, including his activities as both a teacher and a 

journalist. Most of his publications were directed towards reform, introducing Western 

ideas in economics and sciences as well as religion. His involvement spread even further 

to the area of women‟s rights‟. He was involved in T‟ien Tsu Hui, the anti-foot binding 
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society
2
, helped open up girls‟ schools, and worked closely with the Woman‟s 

Missionary Society.
3
 His involvement and passion in this area is evident in his 

publication entitled, “Woman in All Lands,” a volume he wrote in order to comparatively 

study women in different ancient and modern societies. Allen also describes the purpose 

of this book in a letter to the Missionary Advocate newspaper. He states that, “the main 

object of the book is to promote the emancipation, education, and uplift of women in the 

Orient, particularly in China, and [one would] be gratified to learn that there is a growing 

conviction among the leaders in China that the education of women must be 

recognized.”
4
 This article also mentions that he has dedicated this work to his wife, Mary 

Houston, whom he says, “for fifty years has been a sympathetic companion and 

counselor in all [his] missionary thought and labor, particularly in behalf of the women of 

China.”
5
 

 His role in these groups brings up an interesting question about the actions of his 

wife while they were living in China. While Young John Allen‟s activities and 

perceptions is has been studied and written on, very little is known about his wife, Mary 

Houston. As a wife of a missionary in China, Mary Houston must have led a fascinating 

life, yet due to a lack of research on her life, she is hardly even mentioned in published 

literature. Adrian Bennett authored a comprehensive narrative about the life of Allen that 

even includes information about his upbringing and life and as missionary and journalist 

in Shanghai. Bennett emphasizes the condition of women in China, but he neglects the 

woman closest to Allen, his wife Mary. It is curious that he fails to investigate Allen‟s 

relationship with his wife, as well as his wife‟s actions during a significant portion of 

their lives in China. Mary Houston‟s situation is of interest given that Allen was an 

advocate for women‟s rights in China. In addition, his own wife, Mary, made many 

sacrifices for him and stuck by him throughout his entire career, caring for him as well as 

their children. Some unexplored questions about the relationship between Young John 

Allen and his wife, and her life as the wife of a missionary in China can be pieced 

together by investigating the world around her. This includes the role her husband played 

in women‟s rights societies, the world of missionaries and female missionaries, marriage 

and relationships in both the old south and China, and a deeper look into the letters 

written between Young John Allen and Mary Houston at different stages of their 

relationship. Through this exploration, it becomes clear that Mary Houston was not only 

a devoted Christian like her husband, but also likely played a significant role in 

missionary work in China.  

Young John Allen and Mary Houston were married on July 22
nd

 1858, only a year 

and a half before they embarked on their journey to China. Before marrying they had 

been secretly engaged for close to four years, ever since Allen‟s freshman year at Emory 

College in Oxford. 
6
 Mary often speaks of the difficulty of keeping their relationship a 

secret in her letters to Allen, written while he was a student at Emory College and she 
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was attending Wesleyan College, a women‟s college in Georgia. One in particular details 

their secrecy, specifically telling him which days to send letters to her.  

 

It has become necessary that I should be even more secret, or guarded 

rather than I have hitherto been, with reference to my correspondence with 

you. There is a certain girl in school, who is very suspicious and…seems 

to have a particular taste, or fondness for prying into others secrets.
7
 

 

While at Emory College, Allen often spent his free time traveling to see Mary Houston 

rather then concentrating on his studies.
8
 In each letter written to one another, they write 

mostly about anxiously awaiting each new letter as they deeply express their love for one 

another. In one letter written from Mary to Allen on January 21
st
 1857, Mary discusses 

part of their reason for secrecy, needing the approval from the president of her college. 

She never specifically says why their relationship would be problematic or why she needs 

the president‟s approval, yet in this letter she summarizes what the president said to her 

about her affiliation with Young John Allen.  

He told me he had never had just such a case before in College, that it was   

against his rules but that upon certain conditions he could accommodate 

me – these conditions were that it was to be a matter entirely between 

himself and me, and that you was to speak of it to no one as the secret 

could get out.
9
 

 

 

In this letter she explains to Allen that when talking to the president she insisted they 

would not continue their correspondences without his approval and for that reason, she 

requested her guardian, Uncle Billie, to speak to the President about the situation. She 

ends the letter expressing her belief that the interview went well and asking for Allen‟s 

opinion of the events that had just occurred.  

 In many of the letters written during this period, both Allen and Mary‟s strong 

religious ties were evident as they often spoke of working towards purity and the 

acceptance of God.  

 

There is nothing which I desire so much as to be a humble, devoted, whole 

souled Christian. I am so tired of sin that there is nothing which I would 

not give up to be made pure and holy. To be allowed to live in close 

communion with my God. But I am so unworthy, so wicked that it seems 

impossible for that God should bless me in this manner.
10

 

 

These strong beliefs certainly played a significant role in their relationship, as Mary 

followed her husband to China for the purpose of missionary work. In the earlier years of 

their relationship Mary expresses doubt in herself and the need for her husband‟s support 

in her religious endeavors.  
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Those rules which you gave me and which I had adapted I forgot to carry 

out. I neglected the reading of my bible at morning and at noon. I thought 

of it the moment I awoke, and also at morning prayer in the chapel, and 

thought I would certain to attend to it when I went back to my room, not 

having time before dressing for prayer. But when I went back and 

arranged my room breakfast was ready…Now Young, what am I to think 

of myself from this? Or what are you to think of me? I am perfectly 

surprised at myself.
11

  

 

Having graduated with high honors from Wesleyan College, one of the first 

colleges for women in the United States, Mary Houston stands out from the typical 

nineteenth century Southern woman. For example, high education separates her from the 

norm, as very few women during the nineteenth century had the opportunity to attend 

universities.
12

 Almost immediately after finishing at Wesleyan and marrying Allen, they 

moved to Shanghai, China, as Shanghai was the location that the Board of Missions 

assigned him. Given the cultural change that would come with moving to Shanghai from 

a southern state, Bennett, in Missionary Journalist in China, states that Allen carries over 

many beliefs from his life growing up in Georgia, to China. According the Bennett, this 

includes his belief in “the value of education, the importance of commerce, the need for 

medical care, and the elevation of women.”
13

 As Mary Houston had an education in the 

United States, which went beyond the norm of a typical woman, she would also be 

considered a highly educated woman in China at this time. One can examine the basis of 

women‟s rights in a society based on education. In nineteenth century China, girls‟ 

schools were not established until the end of the Qing dynasty (1644-1911) in the late 

nineteenth century.
14

 Women‟s education, more specifically, girl‟s schools was not 

seriously considered until after 1895, one of the dilemmas of women‟s higher education 

was the clashing of the traditional role women played in family life with the idea of 

women having careers. In traditional China, women played a submissive role to their 

husband counterpart. In “Women‟s Education in Traditional and Modern China,” Wong 

Yin Lee used the example of moral codes and social customs, which shaped the Chinese 

women‟s behavior, in order to explain the role taken on by women. She mentioned 

„Husband as Guidance‟, which laid down the basic guidelines for the relationship 

between a husband and wife. This doctrine named the husband as the prevailing partner 

as well as expressing the expectation of complete obedience from the wife. 
15

 Wong uses 

a quotation from the first female Chinese historian, Ban Zhao, to emphasize the status 

and position of women in traditional China. During the Han dynasty, she wrote,  

 

A husband has the right to remarry whereas a woman does not because the 

husband is the god. To the god we must remain loyal and to the husband a 
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woman must remain faithful for the god will punish whoever disobeys or 

betrays him
16

 

 

While this quotation was taken from the Han Dynasty, these traditions, as well as the 

gender roles expressed in Confucianism, the foundation of the social structure of China, 

were still the basis of the role of women in nineteenth century China.  

 When Young John Allen and Mary moved to China, it was before the vigorous 

fight for women‟s rights in China. In the environment they were living in, their marriage 

was unique compared to the traditional notion of marriage in China. Through their 

correspondences, there is a sense of equality in the way they interact. Although Mary did 

make sacrifices in order to support her husband and move with him to China in order for 

him to fulfill his desire of becoming a missionary, he treated Mary as an equal and often 

wanted to catch her up on the events and news in their church circle, which she missed.  

Another difference between their relationship and most relationships in China is that 

many marriages in nineteenth century China were arranged and usually marriages 

occurred at a young age. The families would choose the marriage partners for the 

daughter or son, and courtship played no role in this arrangement.
17

 This differs greatly 

from the relationship which prospered between Young John Allen and Mary while they 

were both attending different universities. As previously mentioned, Young John Allen 

would ignore his studies in order to make frequent visits to Mary. This was 

complimented by the many long letters they wrote to each other, filled with declarations 

of love and mutual respect. Allen, in each letter to Mary, makes a declaration of his love 

for her. For example, in a letter written from Allen to Mary in 1854, he says to Mary that 

“it is useless to come out in plain English and tell you that I love you, for you may know 

that anyhow, for I adore you.”
18

 

Additionally, in nineteenth century China, it was common for the main goal in a 

girl‟s life is to prepare them for marriage. The family would teach them the appropriate 

and necessary skills for their social class as well as having their daughters participate in 

the custom of foot binding, a very popular practice especially for upper class women. 

This was done for the purpose of being sexually desirable to their husbands, as well as 

constricting them to the domestic world. 
19

 Another common practice in China was 

concubinage, which was mostly restricted to the higher classes. The implications of these 

practices all emphasize the husband‟s dominance over his wife, from the ability to take 

on concubines, women having to bind their feet, and women‟s education being restricted 

to the domestic world.  

Young John Allen and Mary‟s marriage did not demonstrate this hierarchy. Not 

only was Mary well educated in her youth, including being one of the few women to 

attend university, but their relationship demonstrated equality between husband and wife. 

This is not only implied through their letters to one another, but also deduced from 

Allen‟s great involvement in women‟s rights. With this evidence it can be concluded that 

his own personal relationship with his wife would demonstrate these beliefs he fights for.  
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Allen adores his wife, as is evident in a letter written to Mary from Allen. Allen 

writes, “To you my darling wife I am indebted more than I can tell. You have always 

been my guardian angel.”
20

 He also speaks to her as a fellow educated individual. In their 

youth at college he would add in little phrases in Latin. For instance in a letter her wrote 

her in April of 1854, while at Emory and Henry College, he writes “Ego semper te amor” 

which translates to “I have always loved you,” in Latin.
21

 This not only shows his 

romantic gestures but also shows his respect for her education as well. Mary‟s 

proficiency in languages goes beyond college, as she had to learn Chinese upon moving 

to China with her family. In addition, Allen writes many years later in a letter to his 

daughter Malvina, nicknamed, Mellie, about his wife continuing her education and 

learning French. 
22

  

 The two campaigns for women‟s rights which surfaced near the end of the 

nineteenth century in China include groups fighting against Chinese foot binding, as well 

as groups working towards the founding of girls‟ schools. Young John Allen played a 

prominent role in both campaigns during his lifetime. Foot binding was a well-known 

activity in Ancient China popularized during the tenth century, although the exact origins 

of this custom remain unknown.
23

 Bound feet were considered erotic and attractive by 

Chinese men and reflected beauty and gentility among the women. As missionaries began 

arriving in China, this practice became increasingly controversial. This practice was 

criticized, especially by feminists, for being oppressive and harmful. As men found this 

custom sexually attractive, women consistently succumbed to this sexual ideal and form 

of oppression. With increasing opposition to this custom, the anti-foot binding society 

formed, which eventually lead to the clear decrease of foot binding activity by the turn of 

the twentieth century.
24

  

Bennett, in Missionary Journalist in China, mentions a book Allen read during his 

journey to China in 1860, entitled A Journey through the Chinese Empire, an English 

translation of Evariste Regis Huc‟s work. This book discusses not only the structure and 

ways of the government, but also the subordinate position of women in China, discussing 

concubines, foot binding and infanticide.
25

 This may have been one of the first exposures 

that Allen had to the custom of foot binding in China. Allen‟s activity within the anti foot 

binding society, the Tien Tsu Hui, is evident in an article reporting what was said in 

Committee meeting of the society. Allen made a speech speaking on Chinese foot 

binding and discussing the social implications, he mentions that the Manchu do not bind 

their feet and then states that:  

 

The women indignantly rejected the proffered deliverance, preferring to 

endure the pain and disabilities of the bound foot rather than submit to the 

humiliation of wearing a badge of subjection to the conquerors of their 

country. And so it happened that while the men accepted the situation and 

now wear the queue and ma kwa, or riding jacket, as an outward token of 
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their submission to the Tartars, and can hardly be distinguished from 

them. The women still persist in their ancient custom by which they are 

easily discriminated from their Manchu sister. 
26

 

 

Early on in their rule, the Manchu empire banned foot binding in China, yet this attempt 

backlashed and actually promoted foot binding to a greater degree, due to the new 

Chinese pride it now embodied. Yet as Allen said in the anti foot binding committee 

meeting, the Manchu‟s forceful actions for the Chinese men to wear the queue, a hair 

style in which the male would braid the back of their hair and shave the rest, was obeyed. 

This action was more abided by due to the Manchu‟s investing more force in this 

matter.
27

 In Chia-lin Pao Tao‟s “The Anti- Footbinding Movement in Late Ch‟ing 

China”, Tao discusses the Western Missionaries actions against foot binding and 

mentions Young John Allen and his newspaper, the Wankuo kung-pao. In this publication 

he argues against the practice of foot binding using a Christian stance. He declares the 

custom to be un-Christian as God made the feet of both males and females similar, and to 

practice foot binding is to go against God‟s perfect work, as men are trying to make the 

women‟s feet more beautiful. He more publicly showed his commitment to the anti-foot 

binding society by refusing to admit girls with bound feet into his Christian boarding 

schools.
28

 In the same speech given at the anti-footbinding committee meeting earlier 

mentioned, Young John Allen also discusses his devotion to female education, and his 

beliefs that it is the underlying problem in the nation concerning women‟s rights. He asks 

for the support of the Society claiming that “it is competent for [the] Society to give 

encouragement and inspiration to a movement which has for its object and purpose, not 

only the physical but the intellectual emancipation and enfranchisement of the 

womanhood of China.”
29

  

 Young John Allen‟s fight for the education of women goes further than granting 

Chinese women full human rights, but also plays a very significant role in his own 

agenda, and the Methodist Church‟s, of spreading Christianity in China. His primary 

purpose for his travels to China was obviously converting Chinese individuals to 

Christianity, yet Allen believed that the fight for women‟s rights and place in society was 

identical with saving Chinese society as a whole. 
30

  

Throughout his initial years in China, Allen realized that women were more 

receptive than the males in Chinese society and more likely to be influenced by his 

preaching than the men. He believed that the way to spread Christianity was through 

teaching the women, who then could spread Christianity to the family, and in this way, 

Christianity could reach all Chinese society. He was convinced that women played a vital 

role in Chinese society and had great potential to be useful in converting China.
31

 Yet 

women were confined to an inferior status by the Confucian system in China, and to save 

the women of China was to save Chinese society.
32

 Having this belief, he went on to play 

a role in the establishment of girls‟ schools in China.  
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Simultaneously, he worked towards the establishment of the Woman‟s Missionary 

Society. The establishment of the Woman‟s Missionary Society also tied into his strategy 

of spreading Christianity in Chinese society through the women of China. He believed 

that in order to reach the women of China about Christianity, women missionaries were 

necessary for girls‟ schools. 
33

  As women began to travel to China as missionaries, Allen 

began connecting with them. Women sent by the Southern Methodist Woman‟s 

Missionary Society included Lochie Rankin, and her sister, Dora. Mrs. Parker, the wife of 

the missionary Alvin P. Parker, along with the wife of another missionary J.W. Lambuth, 

each ran a girls‟ school starting in the late 1870‟s.
34

 Allen was persistently working 

towards building the mission to China, never feeling that there were an adequate number 

of missionaries. He was constantly requesting and pushing towards more missionaries to 

be sent to the mission in China. Bennett, in Missionary Journalist in China, does not 

mention whether or not Allen‟s wife, Mary, also ran a girls‟ school, or at least helped 

teach in one. Yet this is highly possible given the amount of time both Young John Allen 

and his wife spent in China, and the level of her education. Additionally, Bennett later 

mentions that their daughter Malvina, after having spent almost ten years abroad in 

Europe and the United States, returned to China and taught the female students at The 

Trinity high school in the early 1880‟s.
35

 This again points towards the high possibility 

that Mary taught at these girl‟s schools given her fluency in Chinese, high education, and 

her husband‟s missionary agenda which emphasized women‟s education as well as his 

desire for the women of China to be taught by Christian women. Given the respect and 

high regards he had for his wife, who better to help him in this mission?  

An example of a female missionary who traveled to China as a single nineteenth 

century woman is Laura Haygood. Her career choice was very rare at this time, as she 

turned away from the typical lifestyle as a homemaker to pursue this career. Originally 

from Atlanta, Georgia, she went on to spend most of the end of her life doing missionary 

work in China. During her time living in China, Haygood had much contact with Young 

John Allen given that he began coordinating the activities of the Women‟s Missionary 

Society in 1881, and became the Women‟s Missionary Society‟s superintendent in 

1886.
36

 Haygood and Allen collaborated very well together due to their common goals 

and beliefs. She, as well, agreed with the “Woman‟s Work for Woman” project, which 

upheld the goal to convert the domestic household women. She played a major role in the 

establishment of the McTyeire Home and School in Shanghai, which was geared 

principally towards upper-class Chinese girls. 
37

  

As an unmarried female missionary in China, Haygood worked to convince the 

Women‟s Missionary Board to change their guidelines regarding female missionaries. 

Initially only unmarried females were permitted to become missionaries, and Haygood 

originally accepted this restriction, yet with her experiences in China, she quickly 

changed her position.  As Papageorge claims in “Feminism and Methodist Missionary 

Activity in China: The Experience of Atlanta‟s Laura Haygood,” Haygood‟s experience 
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in China led her to believe that because of “the demands of the work in China, the 

scarcity of workers; and the remarkable performances of missionary wives,”
38

 the wives 

of missionaries should be accepted by the Women‟s Missionary Society. Her attempt at 

changing this policy was successful and the board began to identify the missionary‟s 

wives as associate missionaries. While the wives of missionaries were still not allowed to 

vote at meetings, and Haygood‟s attempts to change this were unsuccessful, their actions 

were now a part of the Society. 
39

 This demonstrates that as Young John Allen‟s wife, 

Mary Houston may have been affected by this change in policy that Haygood convinced 

the Board to enforce. Not only is it quite likely that she helped run and teach the girls‟ 

schools established by the Methodist Missionary, along with her daughter Malvina and 

the wives of other missionaries, but also she had probably been recognized as an 

associate missionary of the Women‟s Missionary Society because of Haygood‟s actions.  

Although Mary Houston has been neglected in almost all literature written about 

missionaries to China at this time, much about the environment she lived in can be 

examined to contextualize her relationship with her husband and possible lifestyle in 

China. With the immense participation of Young John Allen in women‟s rights 

movements, including the anti-footbinding society and Women‟s Missionary Society, and 

the letters written between the married couple, it is obvious that their relationship was 

one between equals. Each letter is full of love, passion and words expressing their 

longing for each other during each time of separation. Not only had her relationship put 

her in a different category than most women living both in the south in the United States 

and in China, but her high education, rare for women during the nineteenth century, also 

set her aside. Young John Allen was aware of this, and believed it was one of the biggest 

problems in society. Along with spreading Christianity, his main goal in China was to 

establish girls‟ school, not only to work towards increasing women‟s place in Chinese 

society, but also as a means to spread Christianity to the masses.  

The activities and actions of other missionaries, such as Haygood, also may have 

affected Mary. She may have worked alongside her in the girls‟ schools and then fought 

to get missionaries wives status with the Board of Missionaries. This would have affected 

all the wives of missionaries, such as Mary, who were working the girls‟ schools, also 

including Mrs. Parker and Mrs. Lambuth. Although this paper investigates Mary through 

her environment and the activities of those around her, the research and knowledge about 

Young John Allen‟s wife should be continued in order to form a more complete picture 

of her impact in China while working alongside the missionaries such as her husband.  
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