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The Story 
Two brothers, Woo Ka-Leong and Ka-Sun, 

the second and third sons in their family, travel 
to New England as part of the Chinese 
Educational Mission in 1875. The goal of the 

mission is to learn English, attend high school, 
and go to university, all while keeping up with 
their Chinese and resisting becoming 

“Americanized.” The boys are placed with the 
Swann family in Suffield, Connecticut. Carson 

(his American name) struggles to learn English 
and adjust to life in America. Leon (his American 
name) learns how to play baseball and gets 

excited about trains.  
Their lives begin to take different paths as 

each struggles to fulfill the ideals of 

Confucianism. Leon struggles to follow his elder 
brother’s guidance. And Carson struggles to 
keep studying so that he can pass the Civil 

Service Exam on his return to China, the exam that his elder brother is studying for 
back home. Passing this exam is required to secure a government position.  

The boys cope with these challenges in different ways, leading to a crisis at the 

1876 World’s Fair, where Leon’s essay on trains is selected to be showcased over 
Carson’s. In the end, Carson returns to China while Leon stays in Connecticut, joining 
the baseball team and attending high school. Although the boys and location are 

fictional, the Chinese Educational Mission is historical fact. It was a mission organized 
by Qing-dynasty officials that sent 120 Chinese boys to be educated in the U.S. from 

1872 to 1881.  
 

A Short History of the Qing Dynasty 

When the Manchus overthrew the Ming dynasty in 1644, they were the second 
non-Han group to control China—the first being the Mongols, who established the Yuan 
dynasty (1279–1368). The Manchus ruled China as the Qing dynasty until the revolution 

of 1911. During this time, boys and men were required to show their loyalty to the 
emperor by shaving the front of their head and letting their hair grow long in back, 
braiding it to form a “queue.” Cutting off the queue was strictly forbidden. 
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By the time the boys in this story were crossing the Pacific Ocean to study in the 
U.S., China was emerging from a long period of turmoil. Its structured trade system had 
been dismantled by the British, who defeated China in the Opium Wars (1839–60). The 

economy was then ravaged by unemployment and unrest in society. China was brought 
to its knees with the Taiping Rebellion (1850–1864). 

By the end of the 1860s many impoverished Chinese men had immigrated to the 
U.S. to seek their fortunes in the Gold Rush. What they found instead was backbreaking 
work on the western section of the transcontinental railroad and discrimination almost 

everywhere they looked. The Chinese government was determined to rebuild and 
compete on the world stage with the Western powers. The Self-Strengthening 
Movement of 1861–1895 began with the idea that China could modernize through 

institutional reforms and the introduction of Western technology. It was during this time 
that two reformers came up with the idea for the Chinese Educational Mission.  
 

A Spark of Inspiration 
Yung Wing had little success finding work in China. He had attended missionary 

schools, and didn’t have enough Confucian education to take the civil service exam. So, 

with limited job opportunities in China, he went to the U.S. to attend Yale University, 
becoming the first Chinese graduate. After graduation, he returned to China to help 
with efforts to modernize the country. In 1872, he met with Zeng Guofan of the Self-

Strengthening Movement, and the idea for the Chinese Educational Mission was born.  
The idea was new: send cohorts of boys to the U.S. to gain an education in 

modern technology. Then they would return to China to help modernize the country. 
Yung Wing himself would travel with the boys and serve as a mentor in Hartford. Wing 
was comfortable in American society. His friends from Yale remembered him with 

fondness, and he seemed to make a good impression on everyone he met, eventually 
marrying an American woman. 
 

The Chinese Educational Mission 
The purpose of the Chinese Educational Mission (CEM) was to select 120 boys 

aged twelve to sixteen to go to the U.S. to study for fifteen years. Because of the 

position of first-born sons in the Confucian tradition, only second or third sons could 
apply, and many of them did. Most boys came from southern merchant families, with 
the goal of learning English to help with the business. In return for being away from 

China for fifteen years, the boys would receive an education, a stipend, and on their 
return, would be promoted to guansheng, equivalent to passing the lowest level of the 
civil service exam. They were then honored and allowed to wear scholar robes. 
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The Journey to New England 

The boys first spent time in Shanghai, learning English and continuing their 

Chinese studies before leaving for the U.S. The first cohort left in August 1872. From 
Shanghai they made their way via Japan to San Francisco in first class on a steamship. 
Awaiting them in San Francisco were new sights, but they were far from the end of 

their journey. To cross the country, the boys boarded the transcontinental train, which 
transported them to what would be their home for the next decade. As described in this 
book, one of the trains that had the boys on it did indeed get robbed by Jesse James’s 

gang.  The group’s train journey ended in Springfield, Massachusetts, where the boys 
either met with their host families or went to Harford, Connecticut, where the CEM 
headquarters was located.  

 
Host Families 

Great care went into selecting host families. The process was competitive, with 

122 families volunteering and promising not to Christianize the boys. In the end only 35 
families hosted the original 85 boys. Rural locations in Connecticut and western 
Massachusetts were preferred so that the students wouldn’t be as easily tempted by 

American ways as they could be in the city. The selected families were also close to 
train lines in order to get to Hartford easily. The boys’ first task in the U.S. was to gain 

a level of fluency in English. Once it had been deemed that they were ready, they 
would then attend high school and later college in the Northeast, where the CEM 
leaders had multiple connections.  

 
CEM Headquarters 

To avoid assimilation, the boys would spend time at the CEM headquarters, 

which was located on Collins Street in Hartford. It was big and spacious, with enough 
room for the boys’ summer lodging and Chinese studies. Mark Twain (Samuel Clemens) 
lived near the headquarters. He and Yung Wing became friends, and Twain supported 

the boys as much as he could, including lobbying President Grant to continue the 
mission when it was terminated by Chinese officials.  
 

Assimilation in the U.S. 
Many boys got their photo taken when they first arrived in the U.S. These first 

pictures show young men and boys with shaved foreheads and queues that hung down 

their back as an outward sign of their loyalty. But as their time in the U.S. went on, and 
despite the best effort of the CEM, the boys started to assimilate into U.S. culture. Their 
clothes began to resemble the clothes worn by the boys they went to high school and  
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college with. Their hairstyles, at least in the front, looked American, but they still had a 
queue in back, even if it was placed inside their shirt collar.  

 
The Popularity of Baseball 

Another way that students adapted to life in the U.S. was to immerse themselves 

in the sports that were popular at the time, including football, rowing, shooting, and 
baseball. In many cases they joined sports teams at their schools. Among the Chinese 
boys, the popularity of baseball could not be denied. Many boys played on their high 

school, town, or college teams. They even formed their own baseball team in 1878: The 
Orientals, also known as the Celestials. In the 1880s the team joined the world of semi-
professional baseball.  

The Celestials left their mark on baseball and was one of the last things that the 
boys did before returning to China. When the program ended in 1881, the boys made 
the return journey. They had time in Oakland before they boarded the ship home, so 

the Celestials played an exhibition game against the Oakland team. By many accounts 
the Oakland team was favored to win, but the Celestials won.  

 

1876 World’s Fair 
The 1876 Centennial International Exhibition, the first official world’s fair in the 

United States, was held a hundred years after the signing of the Declaration of 
Independence and ten years after the upheaval of the Civil War. Crowds descended on 
Philadelphia to see the displays from countries around the world. The Chinese exhibit 

featured porcelain, tea, jade, and hand-sculpted ivory. The Chinese themselves drew 
people, who were fascinated by the workers in their traditional clothes setting up the 
exhibit. Then people flocked to the exhibit to see the life-sized dolls in traditional 

clothing and to get the autograph of someone from China.  
When the CEM boys went to the fair in August to learn about the machinery, 

fairgoers gawked at them. The boys met President Grant while they were there, and 

some of them entered the essay contest. The big draw of the fair was the Corliss 
Centennial Steam Engine. In the book, this was the engine that Leon fell in love with 
and wrote about, in an essay that won the contest. 

 
The End of the Chinese Educational Mission 

The book ends with the CEM program running strong. But in December of 1880 

the Chinese emperor issued an edict criticizing it. In response, the government recalled 
the boys of the Chinese Educational Mission for various reasons due to costs, racist 

policies culminating in the Chinese Exclusion Act, and the concern that they were  
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becoming too Americanized. The biggest reason though, was the loss of favored nation 
status to Japan, meaning that the boys could not attend West Point as many wanted to.  

Despite interventions from Mark Twain and President Ulysses S. Grant, the 

program officially shut down June 8, 1881. The boys were expected to return home, 
starting their journey back in September of 1881. When they finally returned home 

after almost ten years, they encountered a chilly reception, and a nation that had not 
really changed much in their absence. 
 

Back in China 
The CEM students had hoped for a triumphant return to China, but the political 

tide had turned against the West. They had lived in the U.S. for such a long time that 

they were treated with some distrust and had difficulty finding work. They didn’t have 
the traditional Confucian education, and their language skills had suffered in their 
fifteen-year absence from China. They were sent around the countryside to work at 

various jobs, including at the Fuzhou Navy Yard, where four of them died in a bombing 
during the Sino-French War of 1884. Eventually they were accepted into Chinese life. 
Many received government rankings, and some did indeed help build the railroad in 

China. One of them attended the coronation of King George V as an official delegate 
from China. 

Most of the boys kept in touch with their host families in the U.S. The 

Connecticut Historical Society has many letters that were written back and forth. The 
bond was so strong that some former students sent their own children to study in the 

U.S. and stay with their former host families. Over the years, New England newspaper 
articles reported on the CEM reunions in China and updates on the former CEM 
students’ lives. Around 1937 an American newspaper reported on a reunion in China 

held by the twenty men who were still living; their average age at the time was 
seventy-six. 
 

 
Further Reading 

 

Rhoads, Edward J.M. Stepping Forth into the World: The Chinese Educational Mission to 
the United States, 1872–81. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2011. 

This accessible book is the definitive source for information on the CEM. It goes 

into depth about all aspects of the mission and includes maps of China and the 
U.S. It also includes detailed information about the boys, their host families, the 
schools they went to, and their lives in China after their return.  
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From the Connecticut Historical Society: “Yung Wing, the Chinese Educational Mission, 
and Transnational Connecticut.” https://connecticuthistory.org/yung-wing-the-chinese-

educational-mission-and-transnational-connecticut/  
 
“Chinese Who studied in Hartford for Many Years Send Greetings to Their Many 

American Friends,” Hartford Daily Times, 6 August 1936. 
https://content.libraries.wsu.edu/digital/collection/5983/id/961/rec/13. 
 

A chapter from a book about the 1876 World’s Fair focusing on China: 
http://www.gutenberg-e.org/haj01/print/haj10.pdf  
 

A great article describing what was brought to the World’s Fair and what was sold: 
Pitman, Jennifer. “China’s Presence at the Centennial Exhibition, Philadelphia, 
1876.” Studies in the Decorative Arts 10: 1 (2002–2003), 35–73. JSTOR, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40662992. Accessed 2 May 2024. 
 

Thomas La Fargue Collection: https://content.libraries.wsu.edu/digital/collection/5983  
The Thomas La Fargue Collection from Washington State University has a trove 
of primary and secondary sources on the CEM, especially covering after they 

returned to China. 
 
“Chinese Who studied in Hartford for Many Years Send Greetings to Their Many 

American Friends,” Hartford Daily Times, 6 August 1936. 
https://content.libraries.wsu.edu/digital/collection/5983/id/961/rec/13. 
 

“Septuagenarians Reunion,” [Unknown Newspaper], circa 1937. https://content.libraries
.wsu.edu/digital/collection/5983/id/955/rec/63.  
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