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arrangements for an oil tug to pull them across Lake Poyang.15 Their junks almost foundered 
in the huge waves of a sudden night squall when another boat, crossing behind the tug, 
accidentally cut their tow rope. The sisters threw Miraculous Medals in the water and 
their boat’s crew screamed in panic. The tug captain came about and with some difficulty 
flung a new rope to them. And in that manner they were safely pulled to the Gan16 River. 
On the junk boards set across sawhorses served as their beds during the night, and during 
the day for their kitchen. Within a week the two arriving sisters had become accustomed 
to sleeping soundly on the boards and waking refreshed, “When we get up we roll up our 
blankets and cook on the beds.”17

On Thursday, 29 November 1928, the French Daughters of Charity who operated a 
hospital in Nanchang gave them a warm welcome, an American Thanksgiving Day chicken 
dinner inside a cold building on a cold day. They passed southward through the city where, 
on the first of August the year before, He Long and Zhou Enlai had staged an urban uprising. 
Communists hailed the event as the founding of the People’s Liberation Army. Although 
the uprising failed, the communists retreated successfully to the Jinggang Mountains along 
the southwestern border of Jiangxi. This communist base less than 100 miles from the 
sisters’ destination was still attracting highway robbers, nationalist army deserters, and 

15 Lake Poyang is considered the largest lake in China but is actually a system of marshes and lakes fed by several 
tributaries, of which the Gan River is the most important.
16 Gan River (Gan Jiang or Ganjiang) was formerly spelled Kan.
17 “Anonymous letter from the Gan River,” 4 December 1928, Echo from the Mother House 4:1 (January 1929): 44.
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dispossessed farmers from throughout the province, as well as other communist leaders.  
And so it happened that Mao Zedong and Zhu De arrived in Jiangxi Province at around the 
same time as Sisters DeLude, Jarboe, and their escorts. Undetected by the sisters, restless 
and unsettled movement percolated throughout the entire province, sometimes bubbling 
up into violence. 

After their Thanksgiving dinner, the sisters hired a steamer to tow their two junks 
upriver as far as the unusually low water level would permit, about sixty more miles. 
But the steamer had to frequently stop while the crew stuffed paper, the only available 
material, into the rusting holes of the steam pipes. After the third stop for repairs, at 3:30 
a.m., the crews of the sisters’ junks unhitched from the steamer to make their own way. 
They started by paddling, but when a northeast wind rose in their favor they hoisted sail 
and got well ahead of the steamer with its irate passengers.18 Depending on the wind and 
water depth, for the rest of the journey the sisters’ two junks were slowly sailed, poled, 
and sometimes pulled in a south-southwesterly direction up the Gan River. Sister DeLude 
wrote of the awesome natural beauty of “the lovely Kan [Gan] River winding its way 
between the mountain ranges, which were reflected in the water below. What a gorgeous 
view! How I thanked God that I could see the beauties He had made for man.”19

Hoping to make use of moonlight and a favorable wind, their captain nearly capsized 
the junk one night when it sailed onto an undetected sandbar. The crew jumped in the cold 
water to their waist and with great difficulty shoved the craft into deeper water. So, more 
cautious now, they anchored safely with a group of other junks stopped for the night. The 
sisters wanted to get out and walk along the bank but their captain warned them it would 
be too dangerous and that they could be kidnapped. 

After they sailed past Ji’an20 where still another group of French Daughters of Charity 
operated an orphanage, the four sisters came to a long stretch of rapids. A pilot boarded here 
to guide them through treacherous waters lined with the remains of wrecked boats. They 
eventually stopped at the small river town of Tahoukiang21 where the Vincentian priest Father 
William McClimont22 was stationed — he himself was temporarily in Ganzhou welcoming 
the priests at that moment arriving from their journey over Mei-ling Pass. The sisters left the 
baggage belonging to these priests at his house. Perhaps with a sense of disappointment but 

18 See “Anonymous letter from the Gan River,” 2 December 1928, Ibid., 43.
19 DeLude, “A China Mission,” 7.
20 Ji’an was formerly spelled Kian.
21 Tahoukiang was later flooded when a large dam was constructed. The old spelling is used here.
22 Between 1928 and 1930 nineteen Vincentian priests from the U.S.A.’s Eastern Province of the Congregation of the 
Mission, along with some remaining Vincentian priests from France, evangelized the southern part of Jiangxi Province. 
During this time the French Vincentian, Bishop Paul Dumond, was vicar apostolic of Ganzhou and the American 
Vincentian, Bishop John A. O’Shea, was coadjutor vicar apostolic. The other American Vincentian priests sent from 
Germantown, PA, were Leon Cahill, James Corbett, Thomas Crossley, Vincent Dougherty, George Erbe, James Gleason, 
John Lynch, William McClimont, Daniel McGillicuddy, John McLaughlin, Francis Moehringer, John Munday, John 
O’Donnell, Francis Stauble, and Edward Young. Young was captured and tortured by the communists. The last ones to 
arrive during this time were Lawrence Curtis, Francis Flaherty, and Joseph Gately in December of 1928.







of Ganzhou, and a glimpse of the violent chaos around it. We also see two important 
motivations that led Sister Jarboe and her companions to leave their own country: medical 
care for the sick-poor of course, but more importantly spiritual care for sick-poor souls. 
Human dignity deserves both. While two vicious extremes of Western culture — nationalism 
and communism — were engaged in fierce conflict around them, the sisters went about 
their quiet business. They might have described their work as the true core of human, not 
just Western, culture: the physical and spiritual annunciation of the kingdom of heaven on 
earth. 

Associated with the sisters’ motivations was a sense of superiority. This certainly 
was also exhibited by the violent and often supercilious heralds of both nationalism and 
communism, who planned to force on others what they thought was best. Unlike them, 
though, the sisters’ sense of superiority was willingly offered as a nonviolent invitation to 
receive what was best, to anyone willing to take it. Even if our own, later sense of superiority 
were to judge them for sometimes baptizing dying babies without the full comprehension 
of parents, it must be understood they did so with an unabashed sense of generosity, and 
within the context of a medical delivery system in which unquestioning acceptance of the 
proffered treatment was the norm even in Western nations.

Poor babies who died “like flies” were not the only people singled out for special 
pity by the sisters. One of them wrote: “You cannot imagine the sad condition of women 
in China. If they are sick or cannot work, there is no room for them at home. They are not 
wanted and are gotten rid of….”41 And indeed among the babies, more often than not they 
were girls who were abandoned. By the leavening effect of sharing their Catholic faith, 
and converting others to it, the sisters hoped among other things to instill in China a moral 
system which values human life, both women and men equally.

Bishop John O’Shea and Father Francis Moehringer boarded “Noah’s Ark” on 

41 “Anonymous letter from Ganzhou on Pentecost Monday,” Echo, 233 [mislabeled in Echo as 133].
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been walking for two or three days is it any wonder their legs pained them. It 
is very hard traveling in the Interior any distance. We haven’t any roads only 
beaten paths.46 

The eight sisters enjoyed their retreat together during the first week of September. 
The two traveling companions, Sisters Jarboe and DeLude, were especially happy to see 
each other again and share stories. All the sisters were given strict orders to rest as much 
as they could during their retreat, orders they seemed happy enough to obey. Then the 
quiet, busy daily schedule began again. Sister Jarboe dashed off several lines of a letter on 
Wednesday, 16 October 1929, but completed the page only on Sunday, 10 November 1929. 
When she realized it would be a month before it reached the United States her thoughts 
turned toward the Solemnity of Christmas. She recalled the previous year when the sisters 
had exchanged little gifts with a huge number of Catholics during the holy day celebrated 
with a simple spiritual fervor. Now, the countryside was relatively quiet and so she and 
Sister O’Neill were already planning a December afternoon excursion in the mountains to 
gather evergreen. 

That fall, as the days got shorter, the weather became unusually cold and gloomy 
with a lot of rain and ice, and some snow. The nearby mountains were covered with snow. 
The sisters had a stove in their community room, but for the most part they shivered under 
layers of clothing. Many half-starved and freezing people came for help. Christmas was 
quiet and peaceful. The sisters attended midnight mass. Money that would be used to buy 
food and clothing for the poor arrived by mail, but expected packages for the hospital did 
not come. The Gan River was a dangerous place again. On Thursday, 17 January 1930, 
Sister Jarboe wrote: “Sister Catherine O’Neill and I are praying that the boxes will come 
in time, we didn’t get any of our boxes for Christmas but we know they are all safe in 
Nanchang and will get them some time. At present the Kan [Gan] River is very dangerous 
it is filled with robbers and the boats will not venture out until it is safe for them to travel. 

46 “Jarboe letter from Ganzhou to Sister Serena Murphy,” 15 August 1929, ASLP record group 22-1, box 6-52 #2D.

Portrait of sister Helen (Helena) Lucas, D.c.

Courtesy, Daughters of Charity Province of  
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chairs that allowed passengers to hang their legs out the windows. The sisters willingly 
stayed in third class. 

Eventually underway, the train chugged very slowly along the east side of the Bei89 
River and then the Zhu90 River, surrounded by the beautiful scenery of flower-laden 
mountains reflected in the water of the winding river. They stopped at every teahouse, and 
at one several sisters and priests with cups and jugs made a dash for a mountain spring to 
gather water. But, hearing the train’s whistle they had to hurry back, spilling much of what 
they had been able to get. The train was already jolting ahead in uneven jerks when they 
boarded, and ultimately their car became disengaged and was left at a standstill. Alerted 
by their yelling and flag-waving, the surprised engineer looked behind, realized what had 
happened and returned to reattach their car. By the means of this ramshackle railway they 
covered what seemed to them an astonishing 150 miles in a mere ten hours.

Resting Finally, in Guangzhou

On Tuesday, 12 August 1930, at 8 p.m., they arrived at the big port city of Guangzhou 
in the delta of the Zhu River. Here they piled into two “real” cars that tore so quickly 
through the streets the sisters feared they would be killed — speeding along at 25 mph! 
Looking like a “bunch of tramps,”91 they arrived at a convent of the Immaculate Conception 
Sisters, a French-Canadian community. They had not received the telegram announcing 
the sister’s arrival and were already in bed after a hard day’s work. Yet, they graciously 
arose, prepared something to eat, and set out boards on sawhorses for beds. Sister Beggs 
was so exhausted she remained on her bed the entire time they were there. Meanwhile, the 
other seven sisters witnessed the good works done there. 

Among the works was the salvation of infants. Every day Chinese lay women searched 
the streets for abandoned babies. Most of these babies were girls (as many as a dozen a 
day) and almost all were comatose. The women carried two babies to a bushel basket, 
with a basket tied to each end of a bamboo pole. When the women returned, the superior 
waiting at the door immediately baptized the babies she thought would die before noon. 
The rest were baptized in a solemn ceremony in the afternoon. If a baby was still alive one 
week after admission the chances were good she would live, but most died within a few 
hours.92 

Sister Strable decided that they should not look like tramps as they entered Hong Kong 
and so she borrowed $100 in U.S. currency from the French-Canadians to buy a trunk and 
suitcases for their clothing. The two sisters who entered China together, Sisters DeLude 
and Jarboe, volunteered to do the shopping and took with them their loyal comprador 

89 Bei River (Bei Jiang or Beijiang), one of the main tributaries of the Zhu River, was formerly spelled Pei.
90 Zhu River (Zhu Jiang or Zhujiang) was formerly known as the Pearl River, less commonly as the Guangdong River or 
Canton River.
91 DeLude, “A China Mission,” 22.
92 Ibid.



Martin and one of the local employees of the French-Canadian mission who spoke both 
the Cantonese dialect and Mandarin. 

While the sisters had only to re-acclimate themselves to the speed of the traffic, it was 
Martin’s first experience of the city’s quick pace and he was frightened, especially when 
crossing streets. Besides this, he did not understand the local dialect. To make matters 
worse, Martin had been entrusted with the $100 and unfortunately he encountered a 
pickpocket. Martin suddenly swung about with the stranger’s arm in his grip, shouting 
in his own dialect, “This man has my money; I have his hand; I know he has it.”93  
A struggle ensued. Martin’s shirt was ripped. A crowd gathered. The thief broke away 
and ran, followed closely by Martin and the mission employee running after him and 
shouting “Thief!” A shop owner offered the sisters a place to sit and wait. Eventually the 
mission employee returned and led them back, telling them that Martin and the thief were 
in a police station. After the noon meal one of the priests went to the police station and 
brought Martin back, along with the $100 which had been found in the thief’s hat lining. 
So, for several reasons, Martin asked to be relieved of his duty and returned to Ganzhou. 
The sisters remained in Guangzhou until after Friday, 15 August 1930, the Feast of the 
Assumption. 

It took the sisters five hours to travel the eighty miles to Kowloon94 in the private 
compartment of a train, “like we have in the U.S.A.”95 Even before lunch Sister Strable 
allowed them to eat ice cream. It had been eight years since some of the sisters had tasted 
it. In Kowloon they were received by a group of Maryknoll Sisters96 who “gave up their 

93 Ibid., 23.
94 Kowloon was sometimes also spelled Chiu-lung.
95 “Jarboe letter from Shanghai to Sister Serena Murphy,” 25 August 1930, ASLP.
96 The Foreign Mission Sisters of St. Dominic, commonly called Maryknoll Sisters, officially changed their name in 1954 
to Maryknoll Sisters of St. Dominic.
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The china ministry, sisters on mission visiting the poor. written on the 
back of the photograph: “Visiting the poor in their homes. This man 
has a dreadful abscess on his thigh. The sisters went nearly every day 
to dress it. The distance about two miles. notice the furniture.”

Courtesy, Daughters of Charity Province of St. Louise Archives, 
Emmitsburg, MD
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Portrait of sister Helen (Helena) Lucas, D.c.

Courtesy, Daughters of Charity Province of St. Louise 
Archives, Emmitsburg, MD
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