Some Notes on the Historical Background

Since China and Switzerland established diplomatic relations in
1950, the relationship between the two countries can be hailed as
exemplary. In the ebb and flow of the international arena in over half
a century, the two countries have maintained and developed friendly

bilateral relations with a consistent and friendly attitude.

Looking back at history, certain chapters may often be neglected. In
the history of bilateral relations between Chinza and Switzerland, the
relations between south China and Switzerland are among those
which have been quietly buried in the dust of history for many years
in the past. At the moment of the opening of the Swiss Consulate
General in Guangzhou, few people have realized that this is actually
a reopening, as the historical fact that a Swiss Consulate General
once existed in Guangzhou in the period of 1922-1957 has faded
away in the memory of today's people. Now, over half a century
later, when a brand new Swiss Consulate General in Guangzhou
opens its gate, refreshed enthusiasm and hope are bound to be
ignited to strengthen the economic and cultural exchanges between

the two countries.

According to records of Swiss diplomatic history, watch manufactur-
ers in Geneva and Vaud who valued business opportunities in China
and wished to enter the Chinese market raised their request to the
federal government to open a consulate general in Guangzhou
as early as 1859. Due to various reasons, this request was not
accepted until 1922. According to a decision of the Federal Council
on May 12, 1922, Switzerland would set up an honorary consulate in
Guangzhou to protect the interests of the local Swiss residents. The
jurisdiction of the consulate covered Yunnan, Guizhou, Guangxi,
Guangdong and Fujian provinces. The first consul in Guangzhou
designated by the Federal Council was a merchant from Zurich
named Ulrich Spalinger. Since 1923, the annual reports he submit-
ted to the Federal Department of Politics chronicled the friendly rela-

tions between the local governments and Swiss residents after the
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establishment of the consulate and the prosperity of the economic
and trade exchanges between China and Switzerland, which lasted
until the 1930s during the world economic crisis. The second con-
sul, August Hoffmeister, was also a merchant who took office from
1939-1949, a most difficult period when China went through the anti-
Japanese War and the subsequent civil war. As the Chinese civil war
intensified, normal business and diplomatic activities were of course
out of the question. Some businesses had to move to Hongkong.
The company of the consul himself suffered the same fate and he
was compelled to leave his office for Hongkong. After that, the Swiss
government designated another merchant as the consul after care-
ful considerations. However, he remained in his office only till May
1949, for less than six months before being called back by his com-
pany. By that time, merchants and other Swiss residents in south
China had dwindled and the consul position in the Swiss Honorary
Consulate in Guangzhou was kept empty until January 4 in 1957,
when the Federal Council decided to withdraw the consulate.

This historical episode illustrates that Switzerland once attached
great importance to its relations with south China in its relationship
with China. The Consulate in Guangzhou that was present for over
30 years played an active role in its relations with local politics and
economy and in protecting the interests of local Swiss residents.
What's worth mentioning is that during the time of the anti-Japanese
War, the second consul suffered the trauma of his countrymen when
two missionaries lost their lives in a Japanese air bombing. Although
his claim for compensation with the Japanese did not succeed, he
bravely carried his duty as a diplomat. During this period, he was
also entrusted by Britain, the United States and the Netherlands
to protect the interests of the residents of these countries in
Guangzhou. The neutral position of Switzerland vested the Swiss
diplomats with more responsibilities and obligations; during the times
of war, the Guangzhou Consulate was the representative of its coun-
try in fulfilling its international obligations.
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From Basel to South China

From historical data available, the Swiss in China can be traced back
to the late Ming dynasty when Nicolaus Fiva from Fribourg joined the
European rush to come to China via Macao in the late 16th century
and became the first Swiss in China in 1638. Another man from Zug,
Franz Stadlin (whose Chinese name was Lin Qige or Lin Yucang),
who was a missionary and watchmaker, was the first Swiss who
came to Beijing to serve the royal court from 1707 until his death in
1740. He was a skilful craftsman with abundantﬁknowledge who had
traveled extensively in Europe. He was highly regarded by the royal
court and even rewarded by emperor Qianlong. When he died, he
received an honorable burial ceremony with a tombstone in Beijing.
Early westerners usually arrived in China through the coastal lines
in south China. However, many of the famous ones among them
were determined to go to Beijing to serve the emperor after having
lived in remote areas for some time. Their deeds and contributions
to the cultural exchanges between China and the world were widely
studied. However, from historical documents and oral history passed
down in folklore, we found many other foreigners who live in the
remote areas and wandered about among the ordinary people to
spread culture and friendship; many of these were Swiss citizens.
Today as we reminisce on the relationship between south China and
Switzerland, everyone from the official consul to ordinary missionar-
ies will certainly not to be forgotten.

From the late 19th century, the number of Swiss who came to south
China for business or missionary work gradually increased. Among
them, a few Protestant missionaries from Basel along the Rhine
in the north-east frontier of Switzerland left their footprints in south
China while bringing back unique cultural heritage of China to Basel.
Their substanstial contributions to the cultural exchanges between
the east and the west in early modern history are sure to be recog-
nized, as it is due to their efforts that Switzerland has won a share in
this regard.

A Mission house in
Basel. Lithography
by E. Kaufmann
(1860-1890)
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These Swiss who arrived in south China from Basel belonged to the
Basel Mission which was established in 1815 and headquartered in
Basel. It was a missionary society of a non-colonial country and dif-
ferent from those of the western imperial powers. As Basel is in the
German language area in Switzerland, and also because there were
German members in the missionary society, there were once dis-
putes over the affiliation of the missionary society. Some documents
in China also categorize the missionary society to Germany. in fact,
even though the society had members from different countries, the
undeniable fact was that it was headquartered in Basel. Nowadays,
large volumes of historical documents and photos related to China
in the archives of Basel Mission have become an important basis
for research on the relationship of this Swiss missionary society and
south China and its role in cultural exchanges between the east and
the west.

From 1847 when Basel Mission dispatched two missionaries to
south China to pioneer their work in Hongkong and northeast
Guangdong till 1951 when the last batch of missionaries left China,
the missionary work of Switzerland in China lasted for a century.
What is surprising is that during their missionary endeavors, most
of the missionaries stayed far away from the rich cities in coastal
areas. They rather traveled in the poorest villages and in the terrace
farmland in the mountainous northeast Guangdong to witness the
exploring and enterprising spirit of Hakka people who insisted on
their unique language heritage. Studying the historical encounter of
the Swiss missionaries with the Hakka community in south China
who had deep cuitural roots in central China will help us deepen our
understanding of the confrontation and integration of different civili-
zations.

After it chose to stay in the northeast Guangdong area, Basel

Mission insisted on learning and using the local language from the

beginning, just as it was in all other countries, in order to be able to
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communicate with local people and directly spread their religious - 4sS1ons brdgoear
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doctrine and culture. Until now, Basel Mission Archives preserve
B 7 4

copies of a Hakka-German Dictionary, a Hakka Dictionary, a Hakka
Grammar and Hakka Teaching Books in Romaji published in the late
19th century and the early 20th century. Besides religious books

such as the Bible, there were also books in Hakka such as Readings

» Pupils of a boarding
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in Hakka in 8 volumes, published by Basel Mission from 1929-1936,

New Hakka Songs published in 1936 and 1939 separately, and (Photo taken between
s 1898 and 1907)
Medical Readings in Hakka (compiled by the Deji Hospital in mﬁsr‘ﬂ{ﬁ 2 by
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Meixian county) published in 1931. During a visit in Switzeriand, this >

author visited Ernst ltten, a former missionary aged 86 who worked
in China from 1945-1951 and whose fluent Hakka compelled admi-

v 86-year-old Ermnst

ration by this author. Itten reminisced on his experience in China in
a foreign language he had learned half a century ago and cherished
the memory of his old Hakka friends and their descendants, and i v
described his delight when he returned to northeast Guangdong two

years ago. This author was very much impressed by the scene.

As one of the distinctive branches in Han nationality of China, Hakka
is the only one which is not categorized by region. The long history
and myths of Hakka invite imagination on multicultural clashes and
integration. It is these people who wandered and were constantly
on the move for a thousand years and struggled through hardship
in their drifting that have magically maintained and spread their
unique language, an ancient Chinese language originated from
central China called “the tone of Tang". The principles of the Hakka
have been passed down for generations, one of which is “We would
rather sell the land of our ancestors than forget their words”. They
portray the heroic and moving spirit of a nationality branch which
holds on to its traditions and cultural roots.

The missionary register still maintained in Basel Mission Archives
indicates that most of the early members of Basel Mission came

from families of peasants or craftsmen, or they themselves were
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ordinary laborers. However, there were also teachers and doctors.
These people devoted themselves to serve the Chinese lower class
in the poorest villages and sympathized with the people who suf-
fered from social inequality, instability and destitution. They opened
schools to offer compulsory education and religious education. In
addition to religious courses in elementary and secondary schools,
applied courses such as literature, math, foreign language, geog-
raphy, gym and music were also available. There was even a girls’
school. Introducing western educational ideology to the rural areas
in inner China was well received by the Hakka community which
emphasized education itself. In addition, they also opened theo-
logical seminaries and medical schools to train missionaries and
nurses. They emphasized setting up hospitals to provide medical
services to the poor. The most well-known hospitals included Deji
Hospital which was set up in Meixian County in 1893 and Heyuan
Renji Hospital set up in 1907. It was recorded that during their battle
with the Guomindang military forces in 1929, the Fourth Red Army
led by Zhu De and Mao Zedong put up a special notice for Deji
Hospital to protect it from being disturbed.

While spreading western religious doctrine and promoting mass
education, members of Basel Mission also tried to learn and study
the social and cultural customs, traditions and way of life of the local
people and, when back in Switzerland, introduced them to a wider
audience through reports and books. Among the early publications
of Basel Mission, there were books designated to a young audi-
ence introducing the situation of Chinese youngsters. In a soft and
empathizing tone, the author described to the children far away in
Switzerland the daily life and the culinary habit of Hakka children,
how they received education in missionary schools, the inequality
between males and females in the whole society and the sufferings
and hardship of children. The author wished to arouse empathy of
the Swiss children and deepen their understanding of China. There
were also publications that described Chinese women criticiz-

ing the inequality between males and females and discrimination
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against women in the old Chinese society, extolling the intelligence
of Chinese women and introducing the great names among them in
Chinese history intentionally. These books on Chinese society and
history from amateur hands who were neither professional sociolo-
gists nor historians or sinologists were even closer to life and more
popular. In addition, more publications of the missionaries of Basel
Mission were descriptions of their experiences in a different social
and cultural environment and the difficulties of social reform. In gen-
eral, their life experience in the Hakka commur;ity in south China,
consciously or unconsciously, has left their deep historical foot-
prints in the interaction, understanding and tolerance in the cultural

exchanges between the east and the west.

Today, as we celebrate the reopening of the Swiss Consulate
General in Guangzhou and recall the historical chapter, it is justifi-
able to present the unknown to the world. We give our best wishes
for more exchanges between the two countries, particularly the con-
tinuity of the friendship with south China, and the deep friendship

between the two countries.

*DUANMU Mei, Professor of the Institute of World History at the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences; vice-president and secretary-
general of the Swiss Branch in the Association of Chinese Scholars
Abroad.
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