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Introduction 
 

Researching the life of the foundling who came to be known as “The Belgian 
Mandarin” turned out to be an E ticket ride that did not end with the publication of my 
2008 book, The Belgian Mandarin*.  A vast amount of information about Paul 
Splingaerd has turned up since then, and in combination with the events and 
coincidences encountered in writing the earlier book, a host of material begged to be 
presented in follow-up book, so I put it together in Assembling the Paul Puzzle.  
 
This companion to The Belgian Mandarin provides a “behind-the-scenes” account of 
my pursuit of information on my fascinating great grandfather, and incorporates many 
photos and documents that have surfaced since 2008.  If you are a known relative, or 
played any part in contributing to Paul’s story, you are probably in it.  
 
Initially distributed on flash drives to interested relatives, digital or print copies will be 
available by writing me, anne@splingaerd.net.   
 
I hope you will enjoy this continuation of Paul’s story. 
 

Anne Splingaerd Megowan 
January, 2016 

Camarillo, California 

 

 

 

* Paul’s biography, The Belgian Mandarin is available from the publisher, 
(http://bookstore.xlibris.com/Products/SKU-0040742049/The-Belgian-Mandarin.aspx), in 
bookstores, and from online sellers like Amazon, Abe Books, Alibris, etc. 
 

mailto:anne@splingaerd.net�
http://bookstore.xlibris.com/Products/SKU-0040742049/The-Belgian-Mandarin.aspx�
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Chapter 1  – The First Pieces  
Among the items Mum and Dad brought with them when we left China in 1947 were two oil 

portraits.  Because our family was limited in what we could carry out of China, the fact that these 

portraits came with us meant they were important.  The impression was reinforced when I observed 

the reverence with which they handled the two unframed oil paintings on canvas, protected by 

cardboard, and wrapped in linens.  It was not until our family was settled in Mexico City in 1958 that 

Mum had the paintings framed in gold-foiled frames.  

 

 

Figure 1.  Oil portraits of Paul Splingaerd and his wife at our home in Mexico City. 
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Figure 2.  The portraits are now at the Phoenix, Arizona home of Paul’s great grandson, Peter Splingaerd, shown 
here with his wife Alice Wright.  Peter is the last male heir of the Splingaerd name. 

 

One portrait was of a red-bearded Caucasian man wearing a formal-looking dark Chinese robe 

with a long necklace, and the other portrait was of a Chinese woman, similarly dressed, also wearing a 

long necklace.  They were Dad’s grandparents, the Belgian, Paul Splingaerd, who became a mandarin 

in the imperial court of China, and his Chinese wife.  Mum and Dad did not know why Paul was made 

a mandarin, nor the name of his Chinese wife.  

The bits of information that were passed down to me by relatives were that he was a mandarin 

in the court of China.  The family members I asked said they assumed he had become a mandarin by 

marrying into Chinese royalty.  This turned out to be an erroneous assumption, as I found out Paul 

earned mandarin status on his own merit. 

To be fair, the shroud of ignorance surrounding Paul’s life, if indeed deliberate, was influenced 

by the time and place in which my parents grew up.  In China and elsewhere, one has to maintain 

‘face’ to survive in society.  The desirable face was naturally to be that of a high born, wealthy, 

cultured and educated individual.  This would have been a difficult façade to maintain if people knew 

that your ancestor had none of the above, so it was kept quiet.  Paul’s humble origins and any facts 

that might have detracted from the image of gentility may have honestly been forgotten through the 

years, or been victim of voluntary amnesia.   
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As an American not burdened by the practice of establishing worthiness based on title or 

lineage, I am quite proud of Paul’s ability to rise from basically nothing to prominence on the merit of 

his own God-given wit and will.  In his native European homeland, Paul’s lack of inherited title and 

his limited education would have stifled his chances for advancement.  Although Paul was made a 

‘Chevalier de L’Ordre de la Couronne’ by King Leopold II, it was in China that he accomplished 

more.  

Had I learned to read and write Chinese as a youngster, it would have been easier for me as an 

adult to research Paul’s life in China.  Mum and Dad could speak Chinese as they were both born and 

raised in North China, and had Chinese mothers, but neither had studied the language formally enough 

to be able to read and write the language well.  Dad’s father, Remy, had hired a former court eunuch, 

to teach his children his own maternal language, but this instruction ended when Remy died when Dad 

was eleven, and was sent away to a French boarding school.  In those colonial times, in stark contrast 

to today, it was deemed more important to be educated in the European curriculum than to learn to 

read and write the native language.  I tried to make up for my own lack of mastery of the Chinese 

language by taking Chinese lessons once I embarked on the pursuit of Paul.  Even though my pre-teen 

years were spent in the Orient, I never really mastered written Chinese, and only picked up verbal 

Chinese as a child to communicate with my Chinese grandmothers, Laolao and Nainai and my Lao 

Amah.  When I lived in Hong Kong and Japan, I was able to talk to neighborhood friends in basic 

Cantonese and Japanese, but did not have formal lessons in the written language that brought me 

beyond the beginning “a i u e o, ka ki ku ke ko…” of hiragana, which I forgot after I left Japan and my 

exposure to the language.  

Although Dad’s mother was Chinese, he was educated in English and French because that was 

what was taught at Tientsin’s St. Louis College, the school attended by most of the Catholic boys in 

Tianjin.  It was the school my uncles, cousins and brother attended as well.  My father, Joseph 

Splingaerd, was a Belgian citizen because according to the law of the time, if your father was Belgian, 

you were Belgian, too, regardless of where you were born.  Mum had British citizenship for the same 

reason.0F

1  Laws have changed since then, but by that now-obsolete law, my brother and I were also 

born with Belgian citizenship.  

                                                 
1 Mary (Mum) Anderson’s father, Alexander Anderson, had traveled from Scotland to China at the beginning of the 20th to work with a 
fellow Glaswegian who had started a school for the blind, “The Hill Murray Mission to the Blind and illiterate sighted in North China.” 
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Dad lived in the French Concession, and Mum in the British, and probably met because they 

both attended Catholic schools, and their siblings knew each other.  The Belgians had a short-lived 

(1902-1931) and small concession in Tianjin, but are known less for their concession than for 

providing a trolley and lighting to the concessions1F

2, where a number of Splingaerd men, Dad 

included, were employed.  (More on the tramways: http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-

pourbaix/Mandarijn/Tram/tram.htm) 

 

Figure 3  This map of Tientsin foreign concessions downloaded from Wikipedia shows the yellow “L”-shaped 
Belgian Concession at the right. 

                                                 
2 In 1904, China and Belgium signed a contract with Compagnie de Tramways et d'Éclairage de Tientsin, which stated that "this 
company has the exclusive right to produce and maintain the electric light and trolley systems for a term of 50 years." In 1906, with the 
opening of the first route of the trolley system, Tianjin became the first city in China with a modern public transportation system 
(Shanghai had to wait till 1908 to get electric tramways). The supply of electricity and lighting and the trolley business were profitable 
ventures. All the rolling stock was supplied by Belgian industries, with a small exception: the original electrical equipment came from 
Germany. By 1914, the network was covering the Chinese city and the Austrian, French, Italian, Japanese and Russian concessions. 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Concessions_in_Tianjin) 
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To return to the portraits, all I learned from my folks about the red-bearded mandarin was that 

his name was Paul Splingaerd, and that he went to China as a “lay missionary” with the Scheut 

missionaries, and became an important mandarin.  I also was told that he was decorated by his Belgian 

king.  I remember my brother Peter and I played with the medal as kids.  Dad had the medal because 

was the only acknowledged direct male descendant who produced a son.  I don’t remember ever being 

told the name of the decoration, or why it was awarded to Paul; what I remember was that it was 

attached to a deep red moiré ribbon with two prongs for attaching it, and the medal itself was a design 

of five white enamel rays, interspersed with smaller gold ones, radiating from a blue enamel circle 

with a gold crown in the middle.  The family was very proud of this medal, and the fact that it was 

given to Paul by his king.  The last time I saw the actual medal was at my brother’s home in San 

Francisco, it had lost most of its enamel, and the ribbon was virtually worn away, just as King 

Leopold’s reputation has been in recent years. 

 

 

Figure 4 ,  This is not the medal awarded to Paul Splingaerd, but a picture of what it once looked like. 

  

Of the twelve children of Paul and Catherine who survived to adulthood, three were boys, and 

the four older daughters became nuns.  The three sons, Alphonse, Remy and Jean-Baptiste, remained 

in China and married Chinese women.  The younger girls married Belgians who had gone to work in 

China, and went with their husbands when they returned to Europe. 

I knew that my dad and my brother were the last male heirs to the Splingaerd name, and this 

was pretty much what I knew of Dad’s family for most of my life, till 1994. 
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Chapter 2 - A Portal Appears 
The man and the woman in the oil portraits were to remain revered and mysterious ancestors 

until the major Los Angeles earthquake of January 17, 1994.2F

3 After the shaking made the news, I got 

a call from my cousin Angela Cox Elliott in Vancouver inquiring about our safety.  We were basically 

fine, and I was even finer after our conversation, as Angela told me about the existence of a book 

about our common great grandfather, the fellow in the portrait.  The book called Mandarijn Paul 

Splingaerd, by a Belgian priest, Jozef Spae, CICM, of the same order as the missionaries who had 

brought Paul to China.  It was in Flemish 

 

 

Figure 5 The book that launched my research on Paul Splingaerd. 

 

Within minutes of getting off the phone with Angela, I called the US headquarters of the 

Scheuts, in Alexandria, VA, and spoke with a very friendly priest there, Louis Tysmans.  He 

explained that in the US the order is known as Missionhurst, as the proper pronunciation of “Scheut” 

                                                 
3 (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1994_Northridge_earthquake)   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1994_Northridge_earthquake�
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was challenging to many Americans, and they preferred not to be known as “skirt” or “shoot” 

missionaries.  The name Missionhurst was a reconfiguration of the original name of property, 

Lyonhurst, and the fact that they were a missionary society.3F

4  

I ordered two copies of the Spae book from Fr. Tysmans.  One for myself, and the other for 

my brother Peter.  I also ordered the French edition of the history of the Scheut missionary society, 

Scheut Hier et Aujourd’hui 1862-1987, which mentioned Paul as part of the first mission to China, 

and as being of assistance to the missionaries in later years when he had gained some stature in the 

government.  

Those two books were my e-ticket to a ride that has been lasting for 20 years, and I’m not 

getting off yet.    

I had Spae’s book on Paul translated into English.  Fortunately I knew enough French to read 

Scheut Hier et Aujourd’hui  as I was a French major in college, and had spent my Junior Year 

immersed in the language in Fribourg, Switzerland, taking classes at the Université de Fribourg.  It 

was in the course of digging for information about Paul, and finding pretty close to nothing at all in 

English, that it was finally revealed to me why I had majored in French.   

Both books contained pictures, and Mandarijn Paul Splingaerd has a wonderful 5-page 

bibliography that allowed me to start digging for information even before the translation was 

completed by Ann Stephenson of the local Belgian Consulate.   

My own research told me Paul had more accomplishments than Spae was aware of, or he 

would have mentioned them in his 1984 book.  Spae’s book did tell me how Paul went to China, and 

confirmed that he traveled across China for nearly 4 years with Ferdinand von Richthofen.  I also 

learned from Spae that he had killed a drunken Russian, was a fur trader and lived for many years as a 

mandarin in China’s far west.  I also learned why he was knighted.  I finally found out why he was 

given the pretty medal mentioned in Chapter 1.  The family was very proud of his having received it, 

but no one seemed to know why he got it.  

Spae’s account of Paul’s life revealed reasons family members might have wanted to keep him 

wrapped in a cloud of mystery and ignorance.  For me it was like slipping down Alice’s rabbit hole 

                                                 
4 “Frank Lyon, a newspaper publisher who later developed Lyon Park and Lyon Village, built a handsome residence in 
1907 at what is now 4651 North 25th Street. This residence, called Lyonhurst, was the first home in the County to use 
electricity, which was tapped from the trolley line which ran along what is now Old Dominion Drive. Since 1946, when 
the Lyonhurst property became the headquarters of the Immaculate Heart Mission Fathers, it has been known as 
Missionhurst.” (http://www.civfed.org/historys.htm) 
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and landing in the fascinating non-fiction wonderland of nineteenth century China.  After doing some 

of my own research independent of Spae, I found that what he based his observations on Paul was 

from the understandably limited perspective of the missionaries, and that his years as a wool and 

camelhair trader in Mongolia, and his years active in China’s far west and Central Asia as a customs 

inspector were barely touched upon. 

Spae revealed some of the basics of Paul’s life, telling me he was left for adoption as an infant, 

was taken in for nursing but never adopted by a farming family in the village of Ottenburg, south east 

of Brussels.  Spae told me about his voyage to China with the first Scheut missionaries to Mongolia, 

that he had traded in furs after nearly 4 years of guiding Ferdinand von Richthofen through China.  It 

also told me of Paul’s reluctance to participate in some of King Leopold’s plans for western China.   

It was clear that many of the Europeans he encountered largely regarded Paul as an uneducated 

peasant, even after he had become a high-ranking mandarin in the Qing government, even while he 

was helping them out at critical times, and even life-threatening situations.   

Spae is sympathetic to Paul in his book, and the inconsistencies and mistakes in the text are 

not glaring ones, so it was a great tool for me to dig further.  It offered me a plethora of names, places 

and incidents relating to Paul that I could look up online and elsewhere.  

I tried to fill in the many gaps in Paul’s story with the help of Spae’s book and especially the 

5-page bibliography.  Mandarijn Paul Splingaerd launched many trips to libraries, bookstores and 

Internet searches.   

In order to borrow books from the nearby UCLA research library, I became a “Friend of the 

Library” before realizing that my husband Mike, as an alumnus of the  School of Engineering, had 

borrowing privileges.  I spent a lot of time in the Asian history stacks, and even had to go to the 

Engineering school to look at a copy of Ferdinand von Richthofen’s folio of maps of his explorations 

in China that were stored there.   

Back in 1994, when my search began, Google was still two years from existence, and 

Wikipedia six years (guess where I got that information from).  The Internet had nothing about Paul 

Splingaerd at that time, or even the more historically prominent people in Paul’s life, like Ferdinand 

von Richthofen, Gustav Detring or Li Hongzhang.  Spae’s information about Paul’s family agreed 

mostly with the names of his children, but not all the dates in a handwritten family tree composed by 

our Aunt Hortense that Angela shared with me.  Spae’s book also confirmed that Paul’s wife’s name 

was Catherine Tchao Li, as written in Aunt Hortense’s family tree with a question mark after it. 
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Visits to the UCLA Research Library turned up snippets of information by people who had 

come across Paul in their travels through China.  Today (2016) there is much more about Paul on the 

Internet, but ironically, thanks largely to my findings and that of a friend and colleague, Christian 

Goens in Belgium, who has a website that includes the Splingaerd family.  I find it amusing that a 

Google search of ‘Paul Splingaerd’ will now turn up my pictures, gleaned (I’m told the official term is 

‘web scraped’) from my family website, Christian’s, and the Wikipedia articles on Paul, in French and 

in English.  Someone has even compiled the scrapings into a book that sells for $54.  Even though you 

can read the Wikipedia articles in English and in French by myself and by Christian respectively, for 

free.  I should be flattered and pleased there is enough interest in Paul to warrant this product, but 

honestly, I would be equally pleased and flattered if people just read The Belgian Mandarin. 

To be able to provide all this information for these web-scraping bots, I spent much time 

checking out books and periodicals and reaching out to relatives for information, pictures, anything.  

It was dismaying to get a letter from my Dad’s sister asking, “Why do you want to disturb the dead?”  

Her telling me to let sleeping dogs lie, and to leave the skeletons in the closet, just piqued my interest 

more, however, as I figured there must be some interesting skeletons in that proverbial closet of Paul’s 

life to discover.  

Spae’s book featured the picture of an envelope that had been sent to the Depré family who 

had taken him in as a foster child.  With nothing to lose, I sent a letter in French to that address, but it 

was returned months later as undeliverable.  The Deprés were apparently now departed. 

After reading about Ferdinand von Richthofen in Encyclopaedia Britannica, who gives him 

credit for being the father of geomorphology,  I wrote to the National Geographic Society to see if 

they had anything on him.  I got a note back saying there was nothing relating to Ferdinand von 

Richthofen in their files. 

Reception to my project was mixed among family members.  I had hoped fellow descendants 

of Paul would join in, and while a couple  did, others were emphatically negative, and did not want 

me to spoil their own mental image of Paul with facts.  The aunt who wanted me to let sleeping dogs 

lie was not the only relative against my delving.  A first cousin who lived in Japan at the same time 

my family did, after leaving China, was living in Brussels at the time I was doing my research.  He 

was beyond cold to my endeavors, as he had chosen to descend from a fantasy nobleman Paul 

Splingaerd who had married a child or niece of dowager Empress Cixi, and declared himself of 

nobility from both sides of his family.  (Hmm… so I must be a princess!)  He insulted my intent to 
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write our common great grandfather’s biography, and told me in direct words that he did not want me 

to publish what I was finding out, even though Spae’s book had already revealed Paul’s humble 

beginnings.  When that didn’t work, this cousin tried to bribe me into silence by offering copies of 

documents proving the royal lineage of the Splingaerds, their coat of arms, ancestor paintings, etc.  I 

told him that as much as I would like to see the documents, I intended find out as many facts as I 

could about my interesting great grandfather, and would decide for myself what I would publish or 

hold back.   
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Chapter 3 - First Successes  
I traveled to Belgium in 1996 to find out what I could about Paul in the country of his birth.  

My time in Brussels, where he was born, included a brief stay with my now deceased Aunt Marie.  

She was my dad’s older sister (and my baptismal godmother) Marie (or Mary, as she preferred to be 

called later) was married to Japanese-Belgian Lucien Pourbaix, my Dad’s St. Louis College classmate.  

Knowing I was looking for family history, but not remembering much herself, Aunt Marie 

thoughtfully gave me her own copy of cousin Jacqueline Paternoster’s book of memoirs, Les 

Mosaïques de la Mémoire, published in 1981 under the pen name of “Mei-mei Pater.”  This little red 

book proved to be a gem that provided personal insights into the lives of Paul and Catherine’s younger 

daughters who left China with their European husbands, and told me about the descendants of the only 

two aunts, Pauline and Lucie, who produced offspring.  

 

Figure 6  "The Mosaics of Memory" by my cousin Jacqueline (Meimei) Paternoster 

 

Jacqueline Paternoster was the daughter of Remy Paternoster by his first wife, Lucienne Sluys.  

She was born in Tianjin, as I was, but left for Belgium with her family before I ever met her.  She died 
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far too early, in Belgium at the age of 54, leaving behind a son, Pierre Van Hecke, and a daughter, 

Sophie Van Hecke, both of whom I would meet in person in 2008. 

 

Figure 7.  L-R in front row:  Jacqueline’s half-brother Mickey Paternoster, her cousin Michel Paternoster, son of 
her uncle Alphonse, Jacqueline ‘Mei-mei’ Pater(circled), Alphonse's second wife, Luisa Orofina and grandmother 
Lucie Paternoster.  Back row: Mei-mei's brother Bobby, her husband Herman Van Hecke, and her grandfather 
Albert Paternoster. 

My 1996 stay in Brussels included a visit to the townhouse of Aunt Marie’s son, the now 

deceased cousin Paul Pourbaix, who was emphatically negative about my writing a book about Paul 

Splingaerd. 

While in Brussels I remember helping Aunt Marie make some jiaozi dumplings to bring to her 

elderly sister, my Aunt Maggie, who was 88 at the time and being cared for by nuns at a retirement 

home.  I had last seen Aunt Maggie when I was studying in Switzerland in 1965, and visited my aunts 

in Belgium during a term break.  Aunt Maggie was in better shape then, before I embarked on my 

Paul Splingaerd project.  On this visit she was beyond being able to add to my knowledge of Paul 

Splingaerd.  She did, however, relish the Chinese “soul food” we brought her. 

At Scheut Office in Anderlecht 

Before traveling to Belgium, I had written to the order’s archivist, Fr. Daniël Verhelst, one of 

the authors of Scheut Hier et Aujourd’hui 1862-1987 (the history of the order that I bought through Fr. 

Louis Tysmans).  In response to my letter, Fr. Verhelst graciously mailed me photocopied articles 

from his files that had anything to do with Paul, but he was not available to meet with me while I was 

in Brussels.   
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I was still looking forward to visiting the Scheut offices in Anderlecht, but did not find the 

buildings and church mentioned in Spae’s book at that address, as they had been torn down and 

replaced by more modern facilities.  I was, however, invited to visit their upstairs museum of artifacts 

from their various mission posts.  At the entrance to the museum was a panel of portraits of the first 

team that went to China, and included a picture of Paul, the lay helper. 

    

Figure 8. Paul's picture was included  in a panel at the entry to the museum when I visited in 1996.  A picture of 
that panel is apparently now in a framed display, in the second photo sent to me by Will Wu. 

  

 

Figure 9.  My cousin Arlette Keet Bowen visited the Scheut museum in 1965 while training in Belgium for her 
participation as a fencer for the Olympics. 

After my visit to the upstairs museum that also had many other items from their China 

missions, I went back downstairs to talk with the Order’s Public Relations director, Fr. Meulemeester, 
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and inquired about other sources of information on Paul, like the newspapers that would have been 

around at the time Paul returned from China after 41 years in the Orient.  He gave me a list, and a 

couple of Scheut publications that I did not have yet.  One was a most informative1960 book by 

Valeer Rondelez, Scheut Congregation Missionnaire, ses origins – ses débuts, about the early days of 

the Order.  It did mention Paul, and even included a couple of pictures of him.  Another was Profils 

CICM, which included a nice chapter on Paul, their “precious lay helper,” the only non-Scheut 

included in the book.  I was delighted with these books.   

Fr. Meulemeester provided me with a list of newspapers and other publications that might 

have covered Paul’s return to Belgium in 1906. 

When I returned to Los Angeles I wrote to a number of them, with little success, as one said a 

fire had destroyed their archives, and another wrote back that they had nothing that included Paul 

Splingaerd.  One newspaper, Le Soir, however, did dig up some archived editions that mentioned 

Paul, his activities in China, and his death.  I used parts of article that mentioned Paul’s involvement 

with the Lanzhou bridge in The Belgian Mandarin. (pages 166 and 172) 

In 1987 the CICM (Scheut) Order published French and English editions of a full color comic 

book called Theophile Verbist C.I.C.M One Heart, One Soul, about the founding of the order and its 

first few years, with some promotional (recruiting?) material about the order and its reach.  The 

section about the journey has drawings of the five who made that initial voyage to China, and it 

includes “Splingard, a Belgian layman.” Below is that page.  
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Figure 10. This comic book, published by the C.I.C.M. in 1987, has drawings of the five who made that initial 
voyage to China, and it includes “Splingard, a Belgian layman.” 

At the Brussels City Hall 

One of my objectives while in Brussels was to go to the Hotel de Ville, or City Hall, to find out 

if there were any records of Paul’s 1842 birth.  I was delighted to see the actual record of Paul’s birth 

when they obligingly brought out a large white registry bound in heavy linen, marked “M-Z, 1833 – 

1842.”  I ordered a copy of the record to be sent to my home.  No problem mailing it to the States.   

Then I asked if I could take a picture of the book.  Alarm and a quick “Non, non, non,” from both the 

lady I was talking to and the man behind her, who overheard me.  The tone changed when I said I just 

wanted to take a picture of the cover of the book.  “Ah!  Seulement l’extérieur!  Bien sûr.”  They 

cheerfully ushered me behind the counter, even laid a black cloth on a table to provide a good 

background for the white book, and let me take pictures.  Below is that picture of the book that 

includes the birth registration of  my great grandfather, “Paul Splingard.”   
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Figure 11 The registry that contains the record of the birth of Paul Splingard. 

 
Figure 12.  My certified copy of Paul's birth record from the Brussels City Hall arrived several weeks later. 
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The document states that on the twelfth of April, 1842, the infant Paul Splingard was born at 4 

in the morning to Pauline Splingard.  I learned from Spae’s book that Pauline was 31 when she gave 

birth to Paul.  There is no mention of a father.   

The healthy, blue-eyed baby boy was found in the “baby hatch”4F

5 of a hospice run by Catholic 

nuns.  He was dressed in two warm shirts and a hooded jacket his birth registration was tucked into 

the blanket in which he was wrapped.  According to Spae, Paul was baptized at the hospice on April 

14.  On May 24 he was taken to the farm home of François Depré in Ottenburg.  

Spae did not go into detail about the circumstances of Paul’s being taken to Ottenburg, but my 

online research show that during this period, in order to feed the many babies left at foundling homes 

they needed to be farmed out to families where a wet nurse could care for and feed the child.  These 

babies were known as the “Children of the State,” as the government paid the foster families for the 

care and clothing of the child till he was deemed able to earn his own keep, generally around the age 

of 12. 

Paul was one of many children abandoned during that sad time in European history when crop 

failures devastated the countryside, and farmers streamed to the bigger cities in search of work.  These 

disasters claimed an estimated 40,000–50,000 lives in Belgium.  Of the many babies left in “baby 

hatches” at hospices, Paul was among the lucky few who actually survived to adulthood.  For this I 

credit the care he received from his foster family, the Deprés in Ottenburg. 

Spae tells us Paul was 10 when Jean François Depré and the other adults left the farm in 1852 

for Brussels and other destinations, and their neighbors, the Vandeputs, who happened to be relatives 

as well, received Paul into their homes.  The Vandeputs had a son of about the same age as Paul.  Paul 

spent the first 21 years of his life in Ottenburg, but I did not go there on my 1996 trip to Belgium.   

 

Believe it or not! 

When I was younger, there used to be a popular syndicated cartoon panel called Ripley’s 

“Believe it or Not!” featuring unusual facts.  I had heard from a cousin that great grandpa Paul had 

been mentioned in Ripleys, so dug up a current address for the Ripley enterprise, and asked if they had 
                                                 
5 more here:  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baby_hatch, and, 
(http://www.zwysen.be/Jeugdzorg/Weldadigheid/WH_Brussel.htm)  
Jusqu'à 14 ans, les enfants sont obligés d'aller à l'école ; au delà de cet âge, ils suivent les cours d'adultes, si leur travail le permet. 
L'administration considère qu'un enfant de 14 ans est capable de gagner sa vie. La pension cesse donc à cet âge. Souvent les 
nourriciers se sont attachés à lui et le gardent ; s'ils ne le gardent pas, l'administration se charge de son nouveau placement ; la 
surveillance de l'administration existe jusqu'à 21 ans. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baby_hatch�
http://www.zwysen.be/Jeugdzorg/Weldadigheid/WH_Brussel.htm�
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any Splingaerds in their files.  They did indeed.  In a panel that was published in 1929, Paul 

Splingaerd was featured as “The Man who Turned Chinese.”  Here is a copy. 

 

 

Figure 13 Paul in a 1929 panel of Ripley's Believe it or Not! 
The cover letter I received from Ripley’s mentioned that a woman had written Mr. Ripley with 

an article clipped from a London newspaper about the Belgian who “turned Chinese.”  My thank you 

note to Ripley’s mentioned that Paul did become a mandarin and a general, but the illustration, which 

was sketched from a poor-quality photograph, failed to include the important button on the top of his 
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hat, and pointed out that Paul did not have long nails, and what the artist portrayed as a piece of paper 

in the long-nailed hand, was actually the “mandarin square” which denoted the rank of a mandarin.  I 

did give them credit for spelling his name correctly, which is something that did not happen often. 

(see the footnote 24 on “The Spelling of Splingaerd” in Chapter 12.) 

I got a cordial reply saying they would keep my information in his file.   

In view of the rubber stamped message in blue about copyright, I wrote to Ripley’s twice 

requesting permission to include the panel in my book, but never received a reply, perhaps because the 

copyright had expired. 

A gift from Uncle Akie  

The real name of my mother’s younger brother in London was Andrew Alexander Anderson, 

but from the time he arrived into Mum’s life, when she was almost 2 just beginning to talk, she called 

him ‘Akie.’  He was known by that name in the family till he died in 1996.  Uncle Akie was the only 

one of my mother’s siblings I ever met, as her adored older brother Johnny died in China at 21, her 

older sister Jenny died shortly after that, and her youngest brother, a beautiful child named Adam died 

of a childhood disease.  Uncle Akie never married, and looked after his widowed mother, my 

“Laolao,” Lucie Liu Anderson, until her death in London.   

When his sister Mary (my Mum) got engaged to the Catholic Joseph Splingaerd, Akie 

converted to Catholicism, too, and my dad’s uncle Jean-Baptiste Splingaerd (aka “JB” or Uncle John) 

became his godfather.  Jean-Baptiste was the youngest son of Paul and Catherine. The two men 

apparently had a good relationship, and Uncle J-B was kind and generous to Uncle Akie and my 

grandmother.   

Among the items that Uncle J-B had given to his godson was an 8”x10” glossy print of a 

formal shot of Paul and Catherine and their 11 surviving children.  It was taken in Shanghai in 1896, 

after daughter Suzanne died of cholera shortly after arriving in Shanghai to attend school.  This 

picture was the ubiquitous formal shot I had seen in some publications, but this copy was sharper and 

in much better shape and I was thrilled to have my own copy.  Not sure if other descendants had the 

picture, I scanned it and shared it with relatives with whom I was in contact.  I also made glossy 

printouts of it to hand out as party favors to attendees of the Splingaerd family reunion I organized in 

Ottenburg in November of 2008.  
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Figure 14.  Splingaerd family portrait taken in Shanghai in 1896.  Standing: Rosa, Remy, Marie, Clara and 
Alphonse.  Seated:  Catherine, Anna, (Maman)Catherine, Paul, Pauline and Lucie.  On the floor: Thérèse and 

Jean-Baptiste.  The man standing at the right, holding a pipe, was identified (by Annette Liang) in 2015 as “Uncle” 
Stanislas Lin. 

 

The text which appears on the 4-panel honor screen behind the family showers praise on Paul:  

“To dear older brother Lin.  Your wonderful medicine has helped a lot.  Your industrious hands 

healed the sick.  You have opened up all boundaries of your life.  Your great merits are eternal.  

Presented by the customs staff of Jiayu (the border post where Splingaerd supervised Russian trade 

with China), and the smallpox vaccination office.”  The photo was most likely taken in Shanghai 

shortly after Paul’s arrival there in 1896.  The presentation of the honor screen is an age-old custom 

by which the leading citizens of the community express their admiration and gratitude for their foreign 

mandarin and friend. 
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Jardine Matheson makes a contribution 

Another happy find was a collection of letters between Paul and the British shipping firm, 

Jardine Matheson, exchanged when he was trading European goods for furs and wool from Mongolia.  

On the same 1996 trip to Europe that allowed me to get a copy of Paul’s 1842 birth registration, my 

husband Mike and I spent a week in London.  While at the British Museum bookstore, I picked up an 

edition of the Museum magazine that featured Chinese art.  I noticed an ad in a corner of one of the 

pages for “Jardines.”  So the company Paul dealt with was still in business!  After returning to Los 

Angeles I wrote them asking if their archives contained any records pertaining to Paul Splingaerd 

between the years of 1873 and 1882.  The person who received the letter thoughtfully acknowledged 

my request, and said they would look in their archives, but it would take some time.   

 

Figure 15  Vintage shot of Jardine Matheson building on the Shanghai Bund, found at the “Old Station Restaurant 
in Shujiahui. 

 

I was delighted when a Mr. J.J.G. Brown wrote back, and along with his friendly note, 

enclosed photocopies of a number of hand-copied letters between Jardine Matheson and the trading 

firm of Splingaerd and Graesel.   
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These letters described the items Paul and his German partner were sending to J-M, what 

merchandise were being traded with to the Mongolians, and some of the prices.   

The mention of a Mr. L. Franzenbach (Paul’s fellow lay employee while working at Xiwanzi 

for the Scheut missionaries) had not left China, as reported in the Spae book.  When Paul left the 

mission at Xiwanzi, it was Laurent Franzenbach who had helped Paul find employment at the 

Prussian Delegation in Beijing. 

 

Figure 16 Young Paul in furs, probably while a fur trader in Mongolia. 
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Figure 17. Jardine Matheson kindly provided copies of correspondence with Paul during his time as fur trader. 
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The degrees of separation become fewer 

A couple of unexpected coincidences aided my search.  Before embarking on my quest for 

information on Paul Splingaerd, I was working as a secretary to a Paulist priest, John Mulhall, CSP, 

founder and director of a now-defunct radio ministry called Paulist Communications.  While working 

for Fr. Mulhall, I learned that his sister in the Midwest, Sister Francis Mulhall, was a nun in the 

“Society of Helpers.”  This happens to be the same order that four of Paul and Catherine’s daughters 

had joined.  In Europe they are known as Auxiliatrices, and in the States they are called Helpers of the 

Holy Souls, or simply Helpers.   

When Sr. Francis learned that my aunts were in her order, and that my great aunt Clara was 

stationed in San Francisco, she told me she had heard about the Eurasian twins in their order, and 

recounted a couple of anecdotes about them.  (One was that when Mother St. Rosa was visiting the 

Auxiliatrices in Paris, she saw her own reflection in a full-length mirror in a store window, and 

exclaimed to her companion that she had just seen her twin sister.)   

Sister Francis gave me the name and address of a retired nun in Chicago who probably knew 

her, and I wrote to her, we talked on the phone, and she followed up with a letter in which she 

recounted some of her memories of Mother St. Rosa, the religious name Clara Splingaerd had chosen.   

Another coincidence relating to Mother St. Rosa also originated with Sr. Francis.  When she 

found I used to live in Mexico City, and that my mother was a weekly volunteer at a clinic run by the 

nuns of her Order, she told me that a Mexican nun Sr. Maria de la Cruz5F

6, had recently been 

recognized with a medal by Pope John Paul II for writing a new catechism series.  At the time this fact 

did not relate to my research on Paul. 

Not long after hearing about Sr. Maria de la Cruz, her name came up again.  Rosemary 

Velasco, my childhood friend and Maid of Honor at my wedding, (now living in Cape Cod) was 

visiting her folks in Mexico.  I called to talk with her, and even though Rosemary was not in, I 

enjoyed a pleasant conversation with her mother, Mrs. Alicia del Rio de Velasco, who had been my 

Mum’s friend, too.  I kidded that Rosemary and I were not old enough to have been friends for over 

40 years, and Mrs. Velasco said forty was nothing.  She had known her best friend for over 70 years, 

since kindergarten.  She told me this friend was a nun in San Francisco, and had recently been 

recognized by the pope.  Yes, her religious name was Sr. Maria de la Cruz!  At this point I decided I 

had to contact Sr. Maria.   
                                                 
6 http://www.talbot.edu/ce20/educators/cat 
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Figure 18  Rosemary and I celebrated 40 years of friendship in Los Angeles.  Her mother, Alicia del Rio de Velasco 
was longtime friend of Sr. Maria de la Cruz, who knew Paul’s daughter, Clara. 

 

 

Figure 19.  My good friend since 9th grade in Mexico City, and maid of honor Rosemary Velasco, at right, with Sr. 
Maria de la Cruz (left) and Sr. Maria’s mother, Sra. Valentine Coucke de Aymes. 

 

I wrote to Sr. Maria on September 12, 1999, and weeks later, she wrote back, telling me:  …I lived 

with M. St. Rosa here in San Francisco.  She was an artist and made beautiful things.  For many years 

she went to the Chinese Center in Old St. Mary’s, and taught adults how to paint, knit, sew, etc.  She 

was quite a character, and enjoyed telling endless stories of their adventures when they were young.  

She laughed heartily remembering them, and her eyes twinkled with mischief.  Apparently their father, 

Paul Splingaerd (your great grandfather) was strict with them, but they thrived alright.  
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Let me introduce my Great Aunt Clara.  She and her twin sister, Rosa, were born in 

Guihuacheng after eldest child, Maria.  Like Maria they became nuns, and each twin took the other’s 

name in religion.  Rosa Splingaerd became Mother St. Clara, and Clara became Mother St. Rosa.  

This confusion of names, along with their looking alike, and playful personalities, may have annoyed 

their mother superior in France, and some in the family believe that was the reason Mother St. Rosa 

was sent to the US.  When I asked St. Maria de la Cruz if this was a fact, she denied it, saying they 

simply needed a nun fluent in Chinese to help at Old St. Mary’s Chinese mission in San Francisco.  

 
Figure 20.  The four great aunts who became nuns.  The twins, Rosa and Clara, are standing, eldest daughter 

Maria is seated in middle, and Anna on the left. (Source: Sr. Clare Wilson) 

When I finally met Sr. Maria de la Cruz, at her residence on Lincoln Way near Golden Gate Park, 

my first impression was how much like Mrs. Velasco she was in her gracious, and genteel 

mannerisms.  Her memory was remarkable, for although she was very young when she knew Mother 

St. Rosa, she was able to tell me things about my aunt I would not have known from any other source.  

Here are some of the things I learned from Sister Maria: 

• Clara’s English was atrocious.  

• She was loved by the members of the Chinese community. 

• She would go out personally to the homes of some members of the community to bring the 

children to the Chinese school she helped set up at Old St. Mary’s Parish, 
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• She started  “Little Flowers Club” for girls in the community, and taught needlework and 

handicrafts among other things. 

• Her excellent ability with needles and thread could convert even the nuns into queens and 

princesses for the theatrical productions she liked to put on. 

• It was not true that the twins were separated because of mischievousness.  They just needed a 

nun at the parish who could speak Chinese.  

• She had heard of the story that I had, of how when the twins were little and living in far 

western China, they had played a prank on a traveling pastry peddler. 

 

It is interesting that most of the Chinese immigrants into San Francisco at that time were 

Cantonese-speakers from South China, and my aunt spoke the northern mandarin dialect.  I am 

guessing that she had her dad’s gift for picking up dialects, and could probably communicate with the 

local Chinese very quickly. 

Old St. Mary’s Church in San Francisco was also the source of more information on a separate 

occasion.  Shortly after Fr. Mulhall, died in 1999, Mike and I invited a couple of Fr. M’s friends over 

for dinner.  One of the guests was Fr. M’s confrère, Jim McNulty, CSP.  When I told him about my 

work on the biography of Paul and of one of his daughters having been a nun at Old St. Mary’s, Fr. 

McNulty told me he had been stationed there at one time, and that one of the semi-retired priests there, 

a Fr. Charlie Donovan, probably knew my aunt.   

I arranged a meeting with Fr. Donovan, who thoughtfully dug up what he could about Mother 

St. Rosa in preparation for my visit.  He graciously allowed me to photocopy documents in which she 

was mentioned, sometimes in conjunction with another Chinese Helper, Mother St. Ida.  Both were 

given credit for the beginnings of the Chinese school at the Paulist parish.  

Not surprisingly, there were some inaccuracies in the documents.   One of the letters referred 

to her as a Portuguese-Chinese Eurasian who had been orphaned at an early age in China.  I told Fr. 

Donovan that she, like me, was a Belgian Eurasian, and that she was not an orphan, but worked with 

abandoned and orphaned children in China.   

My treasure trove of documents and stories was growing well beyond what I could find in any 

library. 
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Chapter 4 – Back to the Land of My Birth 
Knowing I had to go back to China to try to find traces of Paul, I took Chinese lessons, and 

plotted a route that would take me to places that I thought might have some trace of Paul’s presence.  

This 2005 journey to the country of my birth resulted in becoming one of the most memorable of my 

life, but I could not have had the results I did, without valuable assistance.   

The Indispensable Isaac Huang   

 

Figure 21.  Isaac Huang永智 黄 of Tianjin. 

 

A fortuitous series of events began in China years before I even knew I would be embarking 

on a hunt for evidence of Paul Splingaerd.  In the fall of 1991 our son Andrew studied for a semester 

at Nankai University in northern China through UC Berkeley’s Education Abroad Program.  Nankai 

University happens to be in Tianjin, formerly known as Tientsin, where I was born.  I told my fellow 

China-born cousin Angela about Andrew’s plans, and she passed the news on to a friend and St. Louis 

College classmate of her late brother Dr. Kenneth Cox, Isaac Huang, a Tianjin resident.    

One day Andrew and other foreign exchange students were engaged in a community activity 

organized by Nankai University, and local news stations covered the event, which included interviews 
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with some of the foreign students.  Isaac happened to watch the program, and recognized Andrew’s 

name as the kid that Angela had written him about.  This news program helped Isaac locate Andrew 

through the university, and they met.  Later that same year, Mike, our younger daughter, Christine, 

and I met Andrew in China for a tour to which we added a side trip to Tianjin.  Not only would I see 

the city where I lived f the first 3 years of my life, but I would meet Isaac Huang. 

Completely bilingual Isaac was working at that time as a translator for a textile and garment 

company with clients in the US, and was extremely hospitable to our family during our visit.  He 

thoughtfully provided me with a list in Chinese of the places I wanted to see in Tianjin (Tientsin), so 

we could show them to a taxi driver who was not likely to know English.  This was extremely helpful 

as my childhood Chinese was largely forgotten and while Andrew had proficiency in the language, he 

was not familiar with the places I wanted to see.  The list that I asked for was for places relating to our 

family.  Dad would have been able to help in identifying Splingaerd-related places, but both Mum and 

Dad refused to return to China because of the sad circumstances under which they had been obliged to 

leave the country, leaving behind most of their belongings, and a comfortable lifestyle.  Among the 

places I had hoped to see on this trip were St. Joseph’s school where I had just started attending a pre-

school class, my mother’s favorite bakery, Kiesslings.  

(http://www.flickr.com/photos/23268776@N03/5733616821/).  This German bakery was the one 

against which she compared every bakery product she ever tried in the many countries we lived in, 

and none were ever “as good as Kiessling’s.” 

 
Figure 22 Frank Keet and Isaac Huang with Kiessling's (?) in background.  For  some reason, even though the sign 
in the background says Kiessling’s, it does not resemble the Kiessling’s in the link above.  

 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/23268776@N03/5733616821/�
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Other items on my list included St. Louis Church in the French Concession where Mum and 

Dad were married, and where we attended Mass every Sunday, St Louis College where my brother 

went to school, etc.  We just had 2 days in Tianjin, so didn’t take in that much, but left with a solid 

appreciation of Isaac’s earnest friendliness and helpfulness.  The day we took our train back to Beijing 

to catch our plane, Isaac met us at the station, and got himself a special pass for non-passengers so he 

could walk us to the platform to make sure we made it safely aboard.   

After that trip, Isaac and I corresponded by mail, e-mail and fax, and when I began my quest 

for information on Paul Splingaerd began, he proved invaluable.  On the supposition that Paul would 

have had an association with most of the Catholic churches where the Scheuts operated before foreign 

missionaries were asked to leave, I wrote to the CICM Brussels headquarters, asking for the addresses 

of their missions, and any Catholic establishments in China and Mongolia.  I received a list from 

Jeroom Heyndrickx, then director of the Verbiest Institute, which specializes in knowledge of the 

Church in China.   

I wrote to all the churches that I thought might have some link to the Belgian who worked with 

the Catholic priests.  I did not get a single reply.  Could it have had something to do with the fact that I 

wrote to the parishes in English?  It was already 2005, the year I had planned to take my China trip, so 

I sent the list to Isaac, asking if he would write to the parishes in Chinese, explaining what I was 

looking for.  For the letter to Lanzhou parishes, I asked him to inquire about the Catholic Zhang 

family who married three daughters to the sons of the Belgian mandarin.   

Few parishes wrote back, but Isaac’s letter to the Lanzhou parish yielded a response that made 

the entire effort worthwhile.  The parish priest knew the Zhang family who was related to the Belgians 

named Lin!  They called Ms. Zhang Hong Xing, who was given Isaac’s letter, which she shared with 

the family.  She who wrote back to Isaac, saying they were indeed the family I was looking for.  Over 

the course of the next few months leading up to my September 2005 trip to China, Isaac and Hong 

Xing wrote and spoke and planned for my visit.   
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Figure 23 Isaac's original letter to the Lanzhou parish was featured in a documentary after our visit. 

 

I had to plan, too.  Angela worked for Air Canada, and got me an excellent companion rate for 

my flights to and from China.   Another descendant of my great Uncle Alphonse, Frank Keet, of 

Perth, Australia, was interested in coming along for the ride, and feeling it might be good to have a 

guy along, too, we agreed to have Frank join us.   

Since my 1991 trip to China, I had taken some Chinese lessons, and could now read and write 

a couple of hundred essential characters, perhaps enough to get us through China, but definitely not 

enough to carry on a serious conversation that would lead to any gain of knowledge.  Angela could 

converse in the basic verbal Chinese she learned in her first twelve years in China, and Frank’s 

knowledge was less than either of ours, so we needed someone to come along and help us 

communicate in exchange for our covering his travel expenses, hotels and meals.  Isaac was a natural 

first choice, but he felt his health was not good enough for a month-long trip across Mongolia to the 

far west, so declined.  Angela’s next suggestion was another St. Louis College classmate of her 

brother Kenny, who also declined.  Isaac then came up with the ideal guide and translator, Bobby 
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Tan6F

7, a retired physician who was educated in England.  When we spoke on the phone prior to our 

trip, he sounded surprisingly like a Brit—a cultured, witty and knowledgeable one at that.   Bobby 

was willing to travel with us, and his participation as our companion, guide, and interpreter was a 

major factor in the success of our journey.   

 

Figure 24. Itinerary for our September 2005 trip to see important places in Paul's life 

The city where I was born 

Long-time airline employee Angela’s discounted ‘companion rate’ for my flights applied if we 

flew together, so I met her at the Vancouver airport to fly together across the Pacific to Beijing.  

Experienced China traveler Angela knew exactly where to catch the air-conditioned bus to Tianjin 

right at the airport.  

I have to mention a small incident that made me feel comfortable about traveling in China.  

After Angela and I got off the bus at the depot closest to our hotel, and had hailed a cab, she realized 

she had left her bag of duty-free purchases under her seat.  We asked our cab driver to go back to the 

bus stop, with the hope of retrieving it, and following it to the next stop if it had left.  Luckily, a 

fellow passenger had noticed the package and turned it in to the office.  Encountering this kind of 

honesty made a good beginning for our journey.   

                                                 
7 Our invaluable guide Bobby died in 2013. 



Assembling the Paul Puzzle 

Chapter 4  Back to the Land of My Birth    35 

Cousin Frank, who had flown from Australia before our own arrival, met us at the hotel 

recommended by Angela based on her past visits to the city.  The reasonable and well-located Tianjin 

Imperial Palace was on Jiefang Lu, formerly Victoria Road, the main drag of what used to be the 

British concession.   

Since it was the time of the Moon Festival, the manager thoughtfully sent up complimentary 

mooncakes to our rooms.  

 

 

Figure 25. The Imperial PalaceHotel in Tianjin was the starting place for our explorations. 

 

At this hotel I was introduced to the system of inserting your magnetized key card into a slot 

by the door to turn on the electricity in the room.  Angela and I shared a room, and we each got a key 

card, but somehow Angela took mine out with her when she and Frank went out for drinks after 

dinner, and I had gone to bed.  While she was out, I needed to get up but found that I could not turn on 

any lights, and that my key card was not where I had left it.  The mini flashlight I keep on my 

keychain “saved the night” for me.  I wrote about this incident as a cautionary tale to the LA Times 

Travel section about a year later, and my letter got published. 

On our first morning in Tianjin, even though we partook of the ample buffet breakfast 

provided by the hotel, we could not resist the guozi (also called yu tiao in some regions) being cooked 

up in the street.  This is a long fried pastry was as much air pockets as substance, but biting into the 

freshly made long, doughnut-like pastry gave me a taste of the China I left when I was three.    

Within a few short blocks of our hotel on Jiefang Lu we came across the building that once 

housed Jardine Matheson, the British maritime trade firm that provided Paul with goods with which to 
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trade in Mongolia during his fur-trading days.  A few blocks in the other direction we found the 

museum-like Astor Hotel, whose halls are filled with pictures of historic Tianjin, including many 

photos of the powerful Viceroy, Li Hongzhang, who made Paul a mandarin in 1881, and who 

remained a friend till the viceroy’s death in 1901, not long after he signed the Boxer Protocol.  In 

reading the book I bought about the hotel, I learned that Gustav Detring, who introduced Paul to Li 

Hongzhang was a major shareholder of the hotel. 

The Astor was one of the first hotels in China to install electric lights and telephones. 

 

Figure 26.  The landmark Astor Hotel in 2005.  It is now managed by Starwood. 

 

Angela guided our trio through other important buildings in the British concession, as well as 

places of significance to our families.  One of these was St. Louis Church in the French Concession.  

The once grand church was barely recognizable behind a litter-strewn entry, and was in worse shape 

than when it was when Mike and I had seen it in 1991, when it seemed to be used as a warehouse.  

The door was locked now, but we walked around to the door of a building to left rear of the church, 
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and knocked.  The door was opened by the older gentleman in charge of the premises, who let us into 

the church with his key.  

 

Figure 27 St Louis Church in 2005 

It was dark inside the church, but the windows let in enough light for us to see that it looked 

like a bomb had hit it.  There was rubble everywhere, and rather surprisingly, several old bathtubs.  

Many had the claw feet that many antique dealers would probably have loved to get their hands on.  

The old gentleman encouraged us to go to the far end of the church, where the altar had once been.  

There we could recognize an altar, slightly askew, and a statue of Our Lady, also not quite straight.  

The walls featured many blocks of marble engraved with the names of prominent parishioners who 

had helped support the church when it was operational. 

To the right of the altar, even further back, there was an old trunk that our guide wanted to 

show us.  Inside was a slightly smaller than life-sized nativity set, one I may have seen displayed at 

Christmas time when I was a child.  Protected inside the trunk, the figures of Mary, Joseph, three 

kings and shepherds were in relatively good shape.  My camera’s battery had died, so I was not able to 

take any pictures of these items. 
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Figure 28. The trunk that held the nativity set near the church altar. 

 

In 2013 I learned that renovation of the church has begun to restore it to its original condition.  

The stroll through the French and British concessions and the waterfront did not ring any of 

those proverbial bells in my mind, as I was pretty young when my family left China, but I was moved 

to be walking these streets that were part of my parents’ lives till their mid-twenties.  Paul and his 

family lived in this city, too, when he worked for the Kaiping coal mines upon his return from his 14 

years in China’s far west.  Unfortunately I had no idea of where he might have lived, but it was likely 

to be in the French Concession, where most of the Belgians lived. 

That evening Isaac came to our hotel, and together we went to a dinner hosted by Angela at the 

former German Club for a table of her brother Kenny’s classmates with whom she had kept in touch 

through the years.  They regarded her as a “meimei,” or little sister.  It was at this event that we met 

Bobby Tan. 
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Figure 29 Standing:  Isaac, John Han, Bobby Tan, Frank 

The next morning Bobby Tan wanted us to meet his friend Liu You Zheng who was a 

prominent auctioneer in the city.   Mr. Liu was on a mission to bring back to China as many of the art 

and cultural treasures that had left the country in the last century as he could.  His latest triumphant 

find was a magnificent large blue tapestry of the imperial dragon, which he retrieved from Germany, 

and he had it brought out to show it to us.   

 
Figure 30 Auctioneer Liu You Zheng shows us the tapestery that later sold at an auction for over 1 million yuan. L-

R: Mr.  Liu, Frank Keet, Bobby Tan, Angela Elliott, and Anne. 
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Bobby had told Mr. Liu the reason for our trip, and some of my objectives, one of which was 

to see the type of mandarin square that Paul would have worn on his official robes.  Mr. Liu 

thoughtfully presented me with a CD of the traditional adornments an official in imperial China would 

have worn.  It was in Chinese, but it provided me with pictures of all the embroidered squares patches 

and their designations, the hat and close-ups of the finials.  (I used these images on pages 105 and 106 

in The Belgian Mandarin) 

 
Figure 31.  Here I am holding the CD Mr. Liu, at right, gave me. 

 

An almost comic scene occurred in Tianjin as we walked down a popular shopping street 

towards the cathedral to see the pastor, who was a friend of Isaac’s.  We saw three young men 

offering furs and pelts for sale.  I knew these were prohibited items in the US, but I wanted a closer 

look since Paul had been a fur trader in Mongolia from 1873-1881, and I wanted to see samples of 

what he might have handled.  (I discovered later in my research that he dealt more in wool and 

camel’s hair than in pelts of exotic animals.)   The three young salesmen were playful, and one draped 

a white ermine over my shoulder and posed for a picture.  What was amusing was that I guessed 

selling furs were not quite legal in China, either, as someone gave a signal, imperceptible to me, and 

the next instant the fur traders had disappeared, and some policemen showed up.  As soon as the coast 

was clear, the guys were back again. 
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Figure 32. This street vendor's cat and mouse dance with the police provided a moment of comic interest. 

When we made it to the Cathedral rectory, and met the pastor, I gave him a couple of books 

from a religious goods store in Los Angeles, suggested by Isaac.  I asked if he might give us some 

guidance in finding other churches in China and in Inner Mongolia that might have had a connection 

with Paul.   

 
Figure 33 Conferring with pastor of Tianjin cathedral on how to find Mongolian parishes. 

What the friendly pastor provided me with was the addresses of the ones in the cities or towns 

that Paul might have been involved with, from a directory of Catholic institutions in China and 

Mongolia.  His cathedral was an active parish, and served a large community of faithful.  In order to 

stay in operation, the Catholic churches in China are supposed to be under the control of a Chinese 

agency, and not of the Vatican, even though they still appear to have communication with the Roman 

Catholic Church.  It was my observation on my 1991 trip to China, at around Christmastime, that 

attendance at churches was quite good, and that Christmas services were offered to more than those 

who could find a pew, or even squeeze inside the church, as many stood outside for the service.  
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Christmas carols, even religious ones, were played everywhere, and in each of the hotels at which we 

stayed that year. 

Another interesting excursion was to what we were told was the house that once belonged to 

my great Uncle Jean-Baptiste Splingaerd, and his wife, my Aunt Maggie.  My family had visited and 

attended many parties there, but my own best memory of those gatherings was of Uncle John’s large 

St. Bernard.  We were told the building now houses Xinhua news agency. 

  
Figure 34  Uncle John (Jean-Baptiste) and Aunt Maggie in front of their house, in an old family album at left, and the house 

we were told is the same one, taken from the museum/restaurant across the street. 
 

On our last night in Tianjin, we were treated to a feast chez Huang.  Over a truly varied and 

sumptuous array of dishes, we got to know Mrs. Huang, her niece and her husband and daughter.  

 

Figure 35. The picture does not do justice to the variety and sumptuous flavors we indulged in at the Huangs. 
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No traces in Beijing 

The day before we left for Beijing, Angela and I went to the big, busy Tianjin train station to 

purchase tickets for a “soft-seat” ride to Beijing, as recommended by Isaac and Bobby.  Bobby had 

not officially joined us yet, so between Angela’s command of spoken mandarin, and my what I had 

learned to read and write in Chinese, we found the right ticket booth and destination to make our 

purchase.   

The following morning Bobby met us at our hotel and the four of us took a cab to board our 

train for a comfortable ride to Beijing.  On this cab ride, Frank, being the largest member of the group, 

“rode shotgun,” as the Americans call it, in front with the driver, and Angela, Bobby and I sat in the 

back seat.  This seating arrangement became the norm for our many cab rides in every city we visited 

in China and Mongolia.   

Since the 30-minute bullet train7F

8 was not inaugurated till 2008, in time for the Beijing 

Olympics, it took us a little over an hour.  This is not bad, if you consider that of Paul’s trip between 

Tianjin and Beijing is recorded to have taken three days, on small boats, that brought him to 

Tungzhou, a southwest district the capital, which also required a cart ride into town.  The account of 

Paul’s trip can be found in Alfred Blondel’s journal entry of May 2, 1879, and tells us we may have 

gotten there faster today than in Paul’s day, but were deprived of the opportunity of enjoying a meal 

of turtle, freshly caught by fishermen (turtlermen?) on board.  Our 2005 accommodations were quite 

comfortable, and considerably updated since my 1991 train rides between the two cities. 

In Beijing, again thanks to Angela’s excellent travel sense garnered from her many visits to 

China, we stayed at a well-located and reasonable hotel, the Novotel, a mere 60 yuan taxi ride from 

the train station.  

One of my goals in the capital city was to visit the Beitang or north Church, which my great 

uncle Alphonse, (Angela and Frank’s grandfather) helped defend during the Boxer (yihetuan) 

uprising, and for his role in its defense, was awarded medals from the governments of Italy, England 

and Belgium.  At the time that Alphonse was frantically defending the Beitang, Paul was in the far 

west of China, in Gansu province, guiding some Belgian engineers to safety through the Gobi desert.    

                                                 
8 The Beijing–Tianjin Intercity Railway (simplified Chinese: 京津城际铁路; traditional Chinese: 京津城際鐵路; pinyin: Jīng-Jīn 
chéngjì tiělù) is a high-speed rail, passenger-only line between Beijing and Tianjin in China. The 117 km line was built to 
accommodate trains traveling at a maximum speed of 350 km/h (217 mph), and currently carries CRH high-speed trains 
running speeds up to 330 km/h (205 mph). When the line opened on August 1, 2008, it set the record for the fastest 
conventional train service in the world by top speed, and reduced travel time between the two largest cities in northern China 
from 70 to 30 minutes. (Source: Wikipedia) 
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Since the South church, or Nan Tang, was closer to our hotel, and was the seat of the Beijing 

dioceses, we went there first.  The young pastor, Rev. John Hou Tianxiang, had studied in the States, 

so spoke English.  He kindly gave us directions to Beitang and to the former Catholic cemetery, 

Chala (also called Shalar or Zhalan) where Paul and his wife Catherine were originally buried.   

 
Figure 36 With Fr. John at Nan Tang guest room in Beijing. L-R: Frank, Anne, Fr. John, Angela, Bobby, and Sister 

Maria. 

    
Figure 37 Beitang, or North Church, from a Muller family album, and in 2005 

 
Alfred Blondel’s diary refers to a visit he took with Paul to the Beitang on May 6, 1879:  
 
Aujourd’hui, Splingaerd et moi devons aller dîner au Pei-Tang, Monseigneur de Laplace nous 
a envoyé hier soir une invitation. Pour nous rendre de l’hôtel à la mission, nous  traversons 
toute la ville et c’est en fiacre que nous arrivons au Pei-Tang. 
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Le fiacre de Pékin mérite certes une description: figurez vous un véhicule sans ressorts, sans 
siège, recouvert de toile bleue et tiré par une mule. Cela ressemble plus à une charrette qu’à 
autre chose. Il paraît qu’au temps de Confucius cet appareil de torture existait déjà. 

 
 

My translation: “ Today Splingaerd and I are to have dinner at Beitang,  Monseigneur de 
Laplace sent us an invitation last night. To get from the hotel to the Beitang mission, we 
traverse the whole city in a cab. 

 
Figure 38. Blondel refers to the traditional Beijing Cab as an instrument of torture due to its rough ride. 

The Beijing cab certainly merits a description:  imagine a vehicle without springs, no seat, covered 
with blue cloth and pulled by a mule. It's more like a wagon than anything else.  It seems that this 
instrument of torture was around since the time of Confucius.” (Picture from here:  http://www.goens-
pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Documents/Blondel1/extracts.htm) 

 

Visit to former Catholic cemetery of Chala (Zhalan) 

I knew that most of the graves, Paul’s included, had been removed from Chala, and the 

headstones used for other purposes.  Only the markers for more celebrated dead Catholics were still 

there.  Just for the sake of being on the same grounds where our great grandparents were laid to rest, I 

wanted to go to the former Chala cemetery.  For a small fee we were allowed to visit those preserved 

markers and take as many photographs as we wanted.  The former cemetery is now the park-like 

garden of a government educational facility, Beijing Administrative College.   
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Figure 39 Angela, Anne, Frank and Bobby at what is left of the former Chala (Shalar, Zhalan) Catholic cemetery in 
Beijing, from where Paul and Catherine's graves were removed during the Cultural Revolution.  Only the graves of 

famous missionaries have been kept. 

  

Figure 40 Photos of Splingaerd graves at Chala are from Philomena Cox’s family album (left), and that of my late 
cousin Adelmo Agostini (right). 

 (For more about Zhalan/ Chala: http://wikimapia.org/13803601/Zhalan-Jesuit-Cemetery) 
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 I did not join Angela and the men on a nighttime investigation of the city, so missed some 

notable scenes, like the one below.  In my years of living in the orient I had never come across these 

items as food, but I checked it out, and found that sea horses, scorpions and cicada grubs, 

Cryptotympana atrata, are indeed considered crunchy treats.  

 
Figure 41  Yes, seahorses, scorpions, and grubs, oh my! (photo: Frank Keet) 
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Chapter 5 - On to Mongolia 
Although Xiwanzi, north of the Great Wall, was the seat of Catholic activity in Mongolia at 

the time Paul accompanied the Scheuts to China, and the border city of Kalgan was where Paul had 

started his fur trading business, neither my letter nor Isaac’s to the parishes in those cities turned up 

any link to Paul, so I decided to skip those two tentative destinations, and move on to the next one on 

my list.  An office of the China Travel Service was conveniently located next to our hotel, and the 

friendly bilingual staff helped us book our flight to Huhehot. 

The city of Huhehot or Hohhot8F

9is where Paul opened a second branch of his fur trading 

business, back when the city was called Guihuacheng.  Many of Paul’s years as a trader in Mongolia 

were during the period of the Northern Chinese Famine of 1876–1879.  Referred to as 

Dīngwùqíhuāng (丁戊奇荒), the drought affected the provinces of Shaanxi, Shanxi, Zhili (Hebei 

today), Henan, and Shandong, and caused the deaths of an estimated 9 to 13 million people.  Spae and 

Steenackers in their writings on Paul mention that his business started to become less profitable with 

time because of thievery of his camel drivers and because of his excessive generosity.  In the context 

of the drought, and knowing that in Paul’s youth in the Belgian countryside food was sometimes 

scarce, it would not surprise me if he closed an eye to the petty thievery.  

I learned from a great grand nephew of Paul’s primary school teacher in Ottenburg that when 

Paul was a teenager, he and a companion had been caught stealing food.  They were given a lecture 

and a warning by the judge, and let go.  When I first heard about this episode, I found it embarrassing, 

and felt I would not want to share this bit of information, but knowing about it helped me understand 

that his own periods of hunger might make him sympathetic to those experiencing it around him in 

Mongolia and China.  His priest friends kidded him about being a soft touch, and having to let 

Catherine hold the family purse strings because of his excessive generosity.    

Wandering the steppes on horseback with a camel caravan to meet with herdsmen to trade 

goods was a lifestyle that suited Paul’s preference to be active and to interact with people, so he left 

                                                 
9 Hohhot (Mongolian: ᠬᠥᠬᠡᠬᠣᠲᠠ Kökeqota; Khalkha: Хөх хот Khökh khot; Chinese: 呼和浩特市), abbreviated Hū 

Shì (Chinese: 呼市); also romanized as Huhehot or Huhhot), also known as Kweisui (Guisui), is the capital of 
the Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region in north-central China, serving as the region's administrative, 
economic, and cultural centre. (source: Wikipedia) 
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the more sedentary office-bound aspects of the business to his German partner Graesel.  His being 

away from home for so much of the time must have made it more of a challenge for Catherine raising 

the kids during those years, even with a staff of servants.  Paul’s intention was to settle on a big 

property in the vicinity of his business, and have his children living close to him when they became 

adults.  He helped his priest friends obtain property next to his on which to build their church, so they 

could be of assistance to Catherine if necessary when he was away. 

 In going to Mongolia, it was my hope to find at least the vicinity of Paul’s home, as I was 

confident the house would no longer be there, but because I knew the church built by the Scheuts 

adjacent to Paul’s house, there was a chance that at least the church would still be standing.  

Passages in books mention that Paul aided the priests by overcoming objections of the local 

anti-Christian taotai, or administrator, to their building a mission in his city.  With Paul’s intervention, 

the priests were able to purchase the land next to his home, and he even ordered "40 carts 

of bricks, each at least 1200 lbs" to be delivered to the site for the construction of the Scheut mission 

church.  This was that site I was hoping to locate, even if no visible trace could be found today. 

To return to 2005, we had not made hotel reservations in Hohhot, so when we were greeted at 

the airport by a neatly dressed young lady who offered a complimentary ride to the reasonably priced 

Phoenix Hotel, we took her up on it.  The Phoenix turned out to be a luxurious facility, very well 

located, and with an excellent breakfast tossed into the cost of our lodging.  Breakfasts in the elegant 

setting on the second floor were a delight and varied enough to please both Chinese and western 

palates. 

 
Figure 42  Breakfast buffet at the Phoenix hotel in Mongolia. 
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 Even though we had the address of a Catholic Church in Huhehot, it was difficult for the cab 

driver to find, especially in the evening, as it was not visible from the street.  We let the cab go, and 

walked down a dark alley between a brightly lit teahouse and a Muslim restaurant to find the church.  

The rectory was across the dimly lit yard from the church.  We knocked and were let in by two young 

priests, the pastor, Fr. Pang, and Fr. Wang, whose English name is Michael. 

   
Figure 43 Frs. Pang and Wang finding references to Paul in book published by Verbiest Institute. 

Knowing we were looking for traces of things that happened long ago, they introduced us to 

two elderly priests, John LiYing and Lucas Tian Weiyun.  These gentlemen had only vague 

recollections of mention of the Belgian lay assistant to the original Scheuts.  The younger priests 

pulled out a book published by the Verbiest Institute on the history of the Catholic institutions in 

Mongolia, called “Mission Beyond the Great Wall.”  In it, Fr. Pang did find a passage that mentioned 

a young layman traveling with the priests to China with in 1865.   

The older priests were ready to retire for the evening, but the young ones had not dined yet, so 

accepted our invitation for dinner.  We shared a great huo guo (literally “fire pot”) meal at the 

convenient Muslim restaurant at the entrance to the alley the church was on.  I got the impression that 

Mongolians like to sing, as the restaurant staff was singing away at the other side of the nearly empty 

room, and appeared to be enjoying themselves.   
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Figure 44 Hot pot with priests in Hohhot.  L-R: Pastor Pang, Anne, Fr. Wang, Bobby Tan and Angela. 

 I was disappointed not to find more about Paul from these priests, and the church itself was 

built after Paul’s time in Huhehote, so could not have been the one the Scheuts established.  At dinner 

Fr. Wang told us of another old church, Sacred Heart, where he would be celebrating Mass the next 

morning.  He gave us the address, and I optimistically hoped to find a trace there . 

 We arrived by cab next morning at Sacred Heart.  It was considerably smaller and simpler than 

the wester-style church we visited the night before, and felt like it may have been an annex attached to 

a larger building.  We could not determine if the Scheuts had any link to this church, either.  We were 

a few minutes late, and Mass had already begun.  All the pews were filled, but Fr. Wang saw us, and 

said a few words to the congregation, and seconds later all three of us foreigners were accommodated 

in pews.   

 As someone raised Catholic, who has attended Masses in different countries, the devotion I 

saw in this little congregation really impressed me.  Their responses at the appropriate times seemed 

earnest, and when hymns were sung, they were sung with more enthusiasm and participation than 

most services I remember attending.   
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Figure 45  The devotion and the active participation of these warm-hearted people were inspirational  

While waiting for Fr. Wang in the courtyard after the service, we exchanged greetings with 

many of the friendly parishioners.  They had gathered around to exchange friendly smiles, “Ni hao’s” 

and bows.  Father Wang came out, and I asked for some help in saying a few words to the community, 

as Bobby was busy in his own conversation.  I am not given to making speeches, but here I was telling 

them who we were, why we were in their community today, asking if anyone had heard about the 

Belgian Mandarin or his Chinese wife, and thanking them for their kindness in making room for us, 

and complimenting them on their singing and general spirit of charity and community.  It struck me 

funny that the sentences I thought I was saying in Chinese were translated by Fr. Wang into 

understandable Chinese for the group.  My Chinese obviously needed vast improvement. 
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Figure 46 . Fr. Wang in the middle, with cousins, surrounded by parishioners of Sacred Heart Church in Hohhot.  

The two girls in front in blue outfits guided us to a Wang Ba (internet Bar) 

One of the items on my “to-do” list for this leg of the trip was to find a Mongolian snuff bottle.  

My research on life in Mongolia told me it was the custom for men to greet each other by offering the 

other a sniff of their snuff.  I knew Paul would have picked up this habit since he lived in that country 

and was quick at adapting to his environments.  I found one at the gift shop of the revered Five 

Pagoda Temple, a popular religious and tourist attraction in Hohhot.  I have no inkling of what Paul’s 

snuff bottle looked like, but I chose the one pictured because it looked sturdy enough to carry along on 

my travels. 
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Figure 47 Five Pagoda temple is called Wuta Si in Chinese, or Tabun Suburga 

     On the grounds of this old temple known as “Tabun Suburga” or Five Pagoda, we 

found a loofah archway at the entrance, and gift stores in the back where I was able to cross off 

another item from my Trip shopping list: Mongolian snuff bottle.  I knew it was a Mongolian custom 

to exchange snuff when Mongols met, so Paul probably carried one of those to offer to his friends and 

acquaintances. 

 

 

Figure 48  It is possible that Paul’s snuff bottle looked nothing like this, and made of glass, but it was of this 
approximate size.   
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 Hohhot was called “The Blue City (or “La Ville Bleue” if you are reading a French account), a 

name it got from the abundance of blue tiled temples throughout the city.  We visited some, and 

enjoyed a memorable lunch in a food alley next door to a large imposing one.  The food stall we chose 

was run by a Muslim family.   

The white-hatted owner of the little restaurant sat with us and chatted while his wife and 

daughter prepared and served our meal.  I don’t remember what we ordered, other than it was good, as 

what was more memorable was the fact that our food was served in bowls over which they had slipped 

a thin plastic bag, similar to what we use to bag our produce at the market.  This allowed them to skip 

washing dishes, and just dispose of the soiled plastic bag after use, and the dish was ready to use 

again. 

 

Figure 49. This restraunt owner in Hothot had a clever way of "washing dishes". 
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Our next stop in Mongolia was Baotou for a couple of reasons.  It was possibly where my 

great grandmother’s family lived, and where I might find a church that figured in Paul’s life.  It was 

also a major city along the Yellow River, which also flowed through Lanzhou, where my grandmother 

Anna Zhang, and her aunt Anna Colette, Angela and Frank’s grandmother, came from.  My great 

uncle Alphonse also had a stern wheeled steamship built in Hoboken, Belgium, that navigated the 

Yellow River between Lanzhou and Baotou. 9F

10 

We took a cab to the address of an older Catholic church, where I hoped to find some vestige 

of anything relating to Paul or Catherine.  The elderly priest there spoke French, but knew nothing 

more than the old priests in Hohhot.  He had apparently been notified by his Hohhot confrères that we 

would be calling on him.  The rectory building had cracks in it, and needed repair, as did the old 

church, and two nuns who work there told us they were desperately trying to raise funds to repair the 

buildings.  

 

 

Figure 50. This church in Baotou could not add anything to our search for information about Paul and Catherine. 

                                                 
10 Emile Licent, SJ, Dix Années (1914-1923) de séjour et d’exploration dans le basin du Fleuve 
Jaune.  Tientsin: Libraire Française, 1924. 
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On the already mentioned 1991 trip to China with Mike, Christine, and Andrew, our family 

took a packaged tour where our lodging and city tours were all arranged with us.  It was a great 

package, but on this trip, 14 years later, which had specific non-touristy destinations, and with the 

invaluable help of Bobby Tan as our interpreter, we were able to mingle more with the citizens, and 

experience life more at street level than from within the lofty confines of 4 or 5-star hotels and the 

mini-buses that carried around our group of 8 Americans fourteen years earlier, under the care of 

English-speaking guides.  Due to the flexibility required of our 2005 itinerary, we could not pre-book 

lodgings, and were on our own. Transportation was not a problem, as taxis were inexpensive, and like 

good food, could be found everywhere.  

 The hotel we originally checked into in Baotou looked OK, but had a musty smell that 

permeated the lobby, and even our rooms.  We spent one night there, but we agreed it would be worth 

finding a different place for the next.  This hotel did have a nice gift store, and both Frank and I 

bought scroll paintings while at that first hotel.   

It turns out that while I stayed in for the first evening, Frank, Bobby and Angela went out 

looking for a restaurant, and with Bobby asking people about alternative hotels, found out that literally 

across the street from where we were staying was a government-run boarding house that was very 

inexpensive.  We checked it out the next day, and finding that the rooms were quite spacious and 

adequate, and had a view of the nearby river and park, we moved across the street.   

The next morning I went for a walk over to the park by the river.  It was pleasant, and I 

observed a group of people engaged in Taiji exercises.  I had never done it before, but from a distance, 

tried imitating the movements, probably to the amusement of anyone who saw me.   

 While checking out of the government-run hotel, I met some locals, and got an impromptu 

lesson in a few words of Mongolian, which our great grandfather spoke fluently.  I learned to say, 

“hello,” “goodbye,” “eat” and “drink,” but today I would have to find the piece of paper on which I 

wrote the words as they sounded to me.  Dad had learned some Mongolian expressions from his own 

father, who spent a lot of time in Mongolia.  He taught me to say, “How are your animals?” which he 

told me was a common greeting exchanged between herdsmen of the plains. 

 Baotou means “The Place Where Deer Live,” and one of the touristy activities suggested to us 

was a visit to the deer park.  While feeding carrots to the spotted deer that seemed to have no problem 

coming out of their corral, we received a call from Isaac telling us our cousins in Lanzhou had called 

him to say we needed to hurry on to Lanzhou and Jiuquan because “Golden Week” was coming up, 
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and all the government offices, which included the bureau of archives would be shut down.  The 

original plan was for us to spend a couple of days in Xian where I had an uncle, then go to Lanzhou 

and Jiuquan.  Now it seemed urgent for us to take care of business in the provincial capital, and return 

to Xian later.  Since we had already purchased our sleeper train tickets to Xian, and there were no 

flights directly from Baotou to Jiuquan, we decided to take the train to Xian as planned, then catch a 

plane to Jiuquan.  Isaac said he would let my relatives in Xian and Lanzhou of our travel plans. 

 
Figure 51 Angela feeding the spotted deer on both sides of the fence at deer park in Baotou 

Our train ride to Xian was our first “soft sleeper” experience.  We got a cozy cabin that slept 4.  

A thermos of hot water was provided, and a table at which to eat.  In the hallway outside our cabin, we 

met a fellow passenger, a senior engineer with the Northwest Electric Power Design Institute Mr. Yan 

Shengxun, who was in the cabin next door.  He seems to have taken a fancy to the foreign travelers, 

and was very friendly and helpful with travel advice.  In the course of enlightening us on happenings 

in China, and explaining some of the geography of the area, he thoughtfully refilled our hot water 

thermos, bought dinner for all of us, and shared a packet of his flavored sunflower seeds.  Chatting 

with him made the trip go faster for Angela, Bobby and me.  Poor Frank was not feeling well. From 

my just-in-case first-aid packet, I gave him a couple of my Mylanta pills, and a couple of doses of 

Ibuprofen as he was hot with a fever.  He slept for most of the train ride, and was better by morning. 
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Figure 52  Our pleasant travel companion Engineer Yan Shengxun made our train ride between Baotou and Xian 
go much faster.  Bobby, at right, translated for us. 

 

I remember the word for good-bye in Mongolia.  I had written down “bayishta” from the way 

it sounded to me, but Google translate tells me it is Bayartai (or Баяртай, if you read Russian.) 

Xian Stopover 

Thanks to conversations between Bobby and our Xian uncle, Zhang Daquan, to get details on 

our arrival on a rainy Thursday, September 29, we were met on the train by two very helpful young 

men, who somehow knew exactly where to find us.  One was Zhang Zhi, the son of Uncle Zhang 

Daquan, son of my paternal grandmother Nainai’s younger brother, and the other was his buddy, who 

both assisted us with our luggage.  A well-dressed, distinguished-looking gentleman was standing 

outside our car #8, was waving at us.  We waved back, knowing it had to be Uncle Daquan.  With 

umbrellas he provided for all of us, we made our way through the rain to their white van in the 

parking lot.   

 Mrs. Zhang had hot tea and treats for us at their well-furnished and lovely apartment with a 

view.  
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  Since we were going to return to Xian before heading to Chongqing to catch our Yangtze boat 

cruise, the Zhangs graciously let us leave some of our extra baggage at their apartment till we got back 

from Lanzhou and Jiuquan.  I left the plum blossom painting I had purchased in Baotou, and Angela 

and Frank left a few items, as well.  

 

Figure 53. Before taking the 45-minute drive to the airport to catch our 4:40 flight to Lanzhou, the Zhangs treated 
us to a superb banquet.  Between Angela and me is Zhang Zhi, the Zhang’s son. 
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Chapter 6 – Lanzhou, an Important Part of the Puzzle 
 While waiting for our luggage at Lanzhou airport, we saw a group of two women and a trio of 

men began waving to us from the doorway.  I suppose we looked different enough from the other 

travelers to be distinguished as the foreign relatives they had come to receive.  We were told they 

knew immediately it was us.   

 The younger lady was Zhang Hong Xing, who greeted us with a big smile and a sentence in 

English she had memorized for this occasion:  “Welcome, go home.”  I knew she did not mean for us 

to go home, but “welcome home.”  The very warm and welcoming smiles and hugs showed it.  

 Ms. Hongxing is quite an organizer.  She had been communicating with Isaac for about a 

month now, ever since their parish church sent her the letter he wrote at my request.  They knew that I 

had been looking for family in Lanzhou.  Her first note to Isaac indicated that her family had been 

looking for us since the last of the Splingaerd family left China in 1949.  Hongxing had now taken 

charge of us, with organization and vigor that had me nicknaming her “Ms. Energetic.”  She 

scheduled our days in Lanzhou based on what Isaac told her I was after in Gansu province.  She 

booked us at the Ningwozhuan Hotel,10F

11 where visiting dignitaries are housed.  It was a luxurious and 

well-located hotel on beautiful grounds behind gates guarded by uniformed soldiers.  She had 

somehow managed to get a great discount on our rooms, which with breakfast included, would only 

cost us about $50/day.  

After depositing our luggage in our well-appointed rooms, we joined our relatives for a supper 

in the second floor dining room in the newer building of the hotel complex.  With Bobby’s able 

interpreting, we established our relationships.  The older lady was my nainai’s (paternal grandmother) 

niece, the daughter of my nainai’s didi or younger brother, so she was my Dad’s first cousin.  Her 

name was Zhang Jian Qin, my Yiyi, and the older sister of Uncle Zhang Daquan, whom we met earlier 

in Xian.  With her was an elderly uncle, Zhang Xue Xin, related to Angela and Frank’s grandmother, 

Anna Colette Zhang.  The younger men were Uncle Xue Xin’s son, and yiyi’s nephew, Zhang Hui.   

Hongxing had played a major part in communications with Isaac, and in helping me 

accomplish the goals I had set for this part of our trip.  She seemed remarkably well connected, 

organized, and able to get things done.  I give Ms. Energetic much of the credit for making the 
                                                 
11 I later Googled this hotel, and found it is the 5-star “State guesthouse.” 
http://www.gsnwzhotels.com/English/index.asp  
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Lanzhou visit the highlight of the trip.  Hongxing, my aunt and Uncle Xue Xin would later be featured 

in a Lanzhou television documentary on the role of the Belgians in bringing western technology to 

Gansu province.  The documentary began by asking what these three foreign visitors were doing in 

Lanzhou, and the scene opened with my aunt holding my book, then setting it down and putting her 

glasses on it. 

 

 

Figure 54. Uncle Xue Xin would later be featured in a Lanzhou television documentary on the role of the Belgians 
in bringing western technology to Gansu province. 

   

The next morning our relatives picked us up at the hotel, and took to our appointment at the 

provincial Gansu Archivists Bureau.  We were joined by yiyi’s husband, Liu Guang Hua, who by 

marvelous coincidence, happened to be a history professor at the University of Lanzhou.  One of the 

archivists, Deng Ming, had been his student.  In a large meeting room lined with stuffed easy chairs, 

each set with a cup of tea, we met with officials.   
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Figure 55 In front of the Ningwozhuan Hotel hotel.  L-R: Bobby Tan, Professor Liu Guang Hua, Aunt Zhang Jian Qin 
(Yiyi), Angela, uncle Zhang Xue Xin and Anne. 

As on other occasions, whenever Angela, Frank and I were invited to be seated, it was always 

Frank, the male of our group, who was given the seat of honor, in the center, or next to the official, at 

meetings and at meals.  This happened at the archivist’s meeting room, as well.  Frank was ushered to 

the seat next to the archivist, and when Bobby translated the initial query to him, he quickly got up, 

and said, no, no, he was not the one, and asked me to come take the seat next to Mr. Jin, the Director 

of the Culture and History Information Commission under the People’s Consultative Conference.   

 In a brief, simple presentation, I gave Mr. Jin a copy of my brief narration of Paul’s life and 

copies of the pages from his biography that relate to Lanzhou.  In return we were presented with a 

book about Gansu, wrapped in red ribbon. We were told the Belgian Lins (Splingaerd in Chinese) 

made great contributions.  We were also shown documents copied from the archives that mentioned 

Lin Fuchen (Paul) and Lin Ah De (the Chinese name of his eldest son, Alphonse).  We were given 

photocopies of pages that mentioned Lin Ah De as Belgian counselor.  Uncle Liu’s former student, 

Mr. Deng Ming, authored one of the books.  He took our names down and later presented us each with 

an inscribed copy of his illustrated book on the history of Lanzhou.  I promised them a copy of Paul’s 

biography when finished.   
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Figure 56 Regional archivist Mr. Jin presented me with books on Lanzhou history. 

Angela had brought along something that the archivists truly appreciated.  It was a copy of a 

picture from her mother’s family album, taken on July 26, 1909, of the inauguration of first steel 

bridge across the Yellow River.  Apparently the archives did not contain any pictures of the event, and 

her picture was a welcome addition to their archives.  Her picture was featured in newspapers the next 

day, and in a number of documentaries and articles subsequently, and included in the Lanzhou History 

Museum.  
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Figure 57  The picture Angela brought from her mom's album of the inauguration of the bridge. 

 The meeting at the bureau of archives was followed by a banquet lunch in our honor.  We 

enjoyed a number of local specialties.  

 

 

Figure 58.  We were honored and toasted at the banquet hosted by the Lanzhou bureau of archives. 
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Figure 59. At the banquet with the archivists, Hongxing (“Ms. Energetic”) gives a speech. 

We were treated to cloud ears, roast lamb, lily bulbs, wan dou, sliced mushroom in abalone 

sauce, ba bao fan (a dessert I have long been a fan of).  One of the specialties of the region is Bailan 

gua, or Walaxi gua, a cantaloupe named for the USA vice president Henry A. Wallace who brought 

seeds from the States on his 1944 visit.  A dish that impressed me immensely was beautifully 

presented regional delicacy, camel’s foot.   

 

Figure 60  Camel's foot (luo tuo tizi) artistically presented next to a ”snow-capped mountain” populated by parsley “trees.” 
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  After the banquet with family and city officials whose prominence I was not aware of till 

years later, when I saw a documentary in which they were featured, archivist Deng Ming took us to 

places that have traces of Lin (Splingaerd) involvement.  He showed us the site of factories introduced 

to the area by Belgian engineers and businessmen, like the sites of where the soap and the candle 

factory once stood, in the Muslim part of town, the site of an institute of Western technology, and 

ended our tour with the star feature, the Zhongshan Qiao, or Sun Yatsen Bridge.   

 

Figure 61 The soap and candle factories started by the Belgians was located in the Muslim part of Lanzhou.  This 
building is all that is left of those factories. 

 

 

Figure 62  Historian Deng Ming pointing out the site of the educational facility built by Belgians on land that once 
belonged to the Zhang family. 
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Figure 63. This book about the first bridge across the Yellow River was a gift from Mr. Deng 

A painting of the original Zhongshan Qiao, also known as “the first bridge across the Yellow 

River” is featured on the cover of the book Mr. Deng gave us.  The bridge was important to this trio of 

descendants of the Belgian Lin Fuchen (Paul Splingaerd), as even before I began working on The 

Belgian Mandarin, my cousin Annette Liang11F

12 told me Paul had built a bridge.  My parents had never 

mentioned a bridge, so it took some investigation to find out that the bridge he was associated with 

was in Lanzhou.  Unfortunately Paul died before construction was even begun, a fact mentioned in the 

documents, so he could not have built the bridge.  The Belgian Lin Fuchen is named, however, 

mentioned in archived documents as the person who first proposed the construction of the European-

style bridge.  This is information the archivists might not have dug up if Paul’s curious great 

granddaughter had not inquired about any mention of the Belgian Lin in connection with a bridge.  

The archives go on to mention that his eldest son, Lin Ah De (Alphonse, Angela and Frank’s 

grandfather) moved to Lanzhou after Paul’s death, and helped then provincial governor Peng Yingjia 

to develop the projects begun by Paul.  As interpreter and negotiator, Alphonse was instrumental in 

establishing the small Belgian community, some of whom were the engineers, scientists and 

businessmen Paul brought back from Belgium in 1906, the year of his death.   

 

                                                 
12 Annette is the daughter of Alphonse’s youngest daughter, Hortense, who married the son of 
American-educated statesman Yu Ho Liang (aka MT Liang) 
http://www.cemconnections.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=102 
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After I returned to Los Angeles, my Taiwanese friend Sharon Chow helped me find the 

passages in the photocopied Lanzhou documents that mentioned Lin Fuchen and Lin Ah De.   

I was naturally delighted to have these documents, and it turns out that the finds worked well 

with the city’s plan to hold a gala birthday celebration for the bridge when it turned 100 in the year 

2009.  These documents mentioning the early origins of the bridge were included in the exhibit at the 

Provincial Museum that would take place concurrently with the planned bridge centennial celebration.   

 

Figure 64 Yang pi fazi rides being offered to tourists, with the iron bridge in the background. 

 

Before the bridge (in background) was built, people and goods were carried across the river 

either over an unstable pontoon bridge, or on rafts made of ballooned skins of sheep or goats, yang pi 

fazi (羊皮筏子), shown in the foreground.  The rafts are used with the skin side down, but showing 

the skins attracts more tourists. (A video of a crossing by this means can be seen here, and includes 

footage of the bridge: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ByY0HaRTw9c)  

Paul probably proposed the construction of the bridge at the turn of the century, for very 

practical reasons.  He had traversed the Yellow River many times over the pontoon bridge that had 

been around since Silk Road days.  The rickety pontoon bridge was damaged by severe weather every 

winter and needed regular repairs.  In bad weather, people, animals and goods were often lost in the 

silty river.  Even though he did not live long enough to see its completion in 1909, by a German 

company, Telge, it is referred to in J.M. Frochisse’s book, La Belgique et la Chine, as a project that 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ByY0HaRTw9c�


Assembling the Paul Puzzle 

Chapter 6  Lanzhou, an Important Part of the Puzzle  70 

“belonged to Splingaerd.” 12F

13  The clip from Le Soir of April 26, 1910, mentions “Une maison 

allemande de Tientsin…parvint à enlever l’affaire du pont de Lanchow qui paraissait réservée à 

Splingaerd.” (A German company in Tientsin managed to get the Lanchow bridge project that seemed 

reserved for Splingaerd.) 

 

 

Figure 65. Excerpt from article in Le Soir of April 26, 1910 refers to the Lanzhou bridge. 

 

Figure 66  Pontoon bridge that was replaced by the iron bridge, 

from Deng Ming's book, Lanzhou Li Jie. 

                                                 
13 Find reference. 
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The bridge has been closed to motorized vehicles since 1989, despite being reinforced with 

steel arches.  Today the bridge is only for pedestrians and bicycle traffic.  It is regarded as a historical 

monument, and several kiosks offer tourists the opportunity to be photographed with it.   

      

Figure 67. Today the bridge is only for pedestrians and bicycle traffic.  It is regarded as a historical monument and 
tourist site. 

We brought our cameras along, so we three great grandchildren of Paul Splingaerd also had 

our picture taken there.  China Travel Guide’s site states:  “The Zhongshan Bridge will be 

remembered forever as a piece of history and a cultural relic.13F

14 –For us it is a piece of family history 

as well. 

 

Figure 68  National Geographic magazine featured an article with a nice picture of the bridge in March 1980, before 
it was closed to motorized traffic. 

                                                 
14 (http://www.travelchinaguide.com/attraction/gansu/lanzhou/first-bridge.htm)   

http://www.travelchinaguide.com/attraction/gansu/lanzhou/first-bridge.htm�
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Figure 69 Anne, Frank and Angela on "Paul's bridge." 

 

We had never met the Zhangs of Lanzhou before, yet we were not strangers, and we quickly 

felt part of the Zhang family.  From the moment we were greeted at the airport with “Welcome, go 

home,” Angela, Frank and I were embraced in the love and warmth that one gets from family.  

Everything was taken care of for us --our fine accommodations, every meal, our appointments with 

the officials, the tour of the city, transportation and sightseeing.  

      

Fig. 70 On Five-Spring Mountain with relatives.  At right, Angela and Frank examine a meteorite at the park. 
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 While visiting the remarkable Five-Spring Mountain Park, which offered a great overlook of 

“The Bridge,” or chatting as we strolled down the boulevard with my cousins and their children, 

sharing a bag of roasted chestnuts, it really felt like we were with our family.  At this point it felt like 

obtaining information on Paul was cream, because just finding this branch of my family was quite an 

outstanding accomplishment on its own.   

Our relatives gave us an abbreviated family tree (in Chinese) that showed both my 

grandmother Anna’s family, and that of Angela and Frank’s grandmother, Anna Colette, which was 

helpful in placing them in relation to our selves.  Another noteworthy document my aunt gave me was 

a list of her relatives in the States, with contact information.  Not only did my aunt have a daughter 

living in Texas with her family, her grandniece, Xiaodi, had been living in nearby Santa Monica till 

recently!   

At one of the evening banquets we were treated to in Lanzhou, when I sat next to my Yiyi, I 

called up my dad in California on my cell, and he was able to converse in Chinese with his cousin in 

China.  He never forgot his Chinese, since his mother (Yiyi’s aunt) did not speak English, and when 

my mother was alive, my parents often used Chinese when not wanting to be understood by those 

around them while living in Mexico or the US.  My aunt mentioned this conversation in the 

documentary, and when the reporter asked her how Dad’s Chinese was, her reply was that it was 

“OK.” 

On our last night in Lanzhou, we were guests of honor at a large banquet as Zhang Hongxing 

regarded our visit as an occasion to have a gathering of the Zhang clan.  She tried to gather as many as 

possible of the 200 or so relatives who still live in the Lanzhou area to meet the descendants of the 

Splingaerd boys who had married three Zhang ladies.  Many relatives had moved todifferent parts of 

China, as well as to other parts, including the United States, but there were enough still in the area of 

all ages to fill many banquet rooms.   
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Figure 71  This was taken with some of our relatives at a large reception on our last day in Lanzhou.  My aunt 
Zhang Jian Qin is at the left of those seated, and I am at the other end.  (Note: The time stamp on the picture is 
incorrect.  This picture was taken in October of 2005.) 

 

Bobby had gathered from a conversation with a family member that there were two branches 

that had “issues.” (Doesn’t every family?)  For this reunion differences were put aside, and the 

banquet was a happy and harmonious event, and we met many relatives of every age.   

I had not realized until this trip that my grandmother’s family was a well established one who 

once owned not only the major large tobacco plantation mentioned in Emile Licent’s book, Comptes 

Rendus de Dix années (1914-1923) de Séjour et d’Exploration dans le Bassin du Fleuve Jaune, du 

Pau Ho, but also many properties in Lanzhou, and were major benefactors to the Catholic 

establishments in the area.  My aunt took us to the new church of the Sacred Heart, which was near 

completion at the time of our visit.  The impressively large and modern Sacred Heart Church was 

being built on land donated by the Zhang family.  I believe that the original Catholic church in 

Lanzhou was also built on Zhang property.  My aunt wanted me to know that it was not the Scheut 
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fathers who converted them, and that the family had been Catholic for many years before the Scheuts 

arrived in China in 1865.   

 

Figure 72 Uncle Zhang Xue Xin stands inside the large Catholic Church, Sacred Heart, being built on property 
donated by the Zhang family. 

 

With some time left before catching our 9:40 soft-sleeper train to Jiuquan, we were given a last 

look at “our bridge” all lit up for the night, and to see the monument to the Mother Yellow River, and 

then yet another banquet with some of our closer relatives who accompanied us to the train station. 

 

Figure 73. Photograph of the Iron Bridge at night 
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Figure 74. Monument to the Mother Yellow River 

 

Figure 75. Banquet with some of our closer relatives who accompanied us to the train station. 
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The warmth and generosity of these family members who had been unknown to us as recently 

as two months prior will remain with me for a very long time.  Meeting my paternal grandmother’s 

family turned out to be the unexpected highlight of this journey.  

 

Figure 76 Picture of my Nainai and me in Tokyo before she moved to Venezuela with my Aunt Maggie.  This was 
the last time I saw her. 

 

 As we boarded the train that evening, Bobby received a message from Hongxing that the city 

was planning a 100-year anniversary of the completion of the bridge in 2009, and that we would be 

invited.  It sounded good. 
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Figure 77  My aunt holds my book in a picture from a Lanzhou newspaper in 2009, the year of the bridge 
centennial. 

  When I returned home I contacted my newly discovered Chinese relatives living in the States.  

I met Yiyi’s daughter Liu Xing and her family, and a couple of her grandnieces.  Liu Xing, a trained 

medical doctor and her engineer husband Neng Jiang live in Plano Texas with their daughters Amy 

and Sophia.  They had occasion to come to Los Angeles, and we were able to share Christmas dinner 

in 2009 with them.    

 

Figure 78 Christmas 2009 L-R:  Our daughter Christine. her boyfriend (now husband) Steve Warren, Amy, Neng, 
Sophia Jiang, my Dad, Joseph, his caregiver, my in-laws Lorraine and Blair Megowan, Liu Xing. 
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I had the pleasure of seeing my uncle Zhang Daquan and his wife again in Los Angeles in the 

summer of 2013.)  

     

Figure 79 Visit of Zhang relatives to Los Angeles, 2013. 
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Chapter 7 - Bringing Paul Back to Jiuquan 
On Sunday, October 2, 2005, we arrived in Jiuquan14F

15.  The city is also known as Suzhou, the 

name of the administrative district it is in, but will not use that name to avoid confusion with another 

better-known city by the same name closer to Shanghai.  

Jiuquan was as far west in China as we went on this trip, as at that time I had not yet learned of 

Paul’s connection to Dunhuang15F

16 a little further west.  Jiuquan was an important destination on this 

trip, as this is where Paul and his family lived for 14 years during his tenure as Imperial Customs 

Inspector, his first assignment as a civil servant under the Qing government, or mandarin.   

Viceroy Li Hongzhang appointed Paul to the post to comply with terms of the Treaty of St. 

Petersburg signed in 1882 between China and Russia.  This was another unequal treaty drawn up after 

Russia returned to China the Ili territory it had held for many years, and then demanded hefty payment 

for “looking after the region for China.”  The treaty required a Chinese Customs official to be 

stationed at this western outpost, and Li chose the Belgian Paul Splingaerd.   

Paul was not likely a random choice for the post.  Li knew that as guide, interpreter and 

factotum to German geologist and geographer, Ferdinand von Richthofen on voyages that lasted over 

3 years, Paul learned how to record the flora, fauna, and most importantly, the mineral resources of 

the country.  According to Richthofen, Paul even helped find a couple of new species of flora.  The 

scientist was commissioned by the foreign-run Shanghai Chamber of Commerce in 1869 to traverse 

the country and report his finds.  It was Richthofen’s reports that told the world that China had vast 

amounts of coal, and this report fueled a lot of foreign interest in tapping into the reputed mineral 

riches of the country.  Li received these reports, and in the course of Paul’s years in Gansu, sent him 

on various investigative missions in the region, including Urumqi and Kashgar (Kashi) in the 

autonomous region o Xinjiang.   

Thanks again to communication by Isaac, once in Jiuquan, we were to meet with history 

professor He Duan Zhong, another former student our uncle Liu Guanghua, the husband of my aunt 

Zhang Jian Qin. 

                                                 
15 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jiuquan  
16 Paul was the first foreigner, yes, before Aurel Stein, to receive Buddhist manuscripts from the 
Dunhuang caves.  A document reporting this is included on p. 152 of my book. 
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By happy coincidence, one of Professor He’s own former students was the manager of a great 

hotel in the city, and he reserved rooms for us at the Jiuquan Bing Guan Hotel at a great discount.  For 

approximately US $26/day, we got all the comforts of a luxury hotel that would have cost 

considerably more in the States.   

Since we were not shown to our rooms till Mr. He arrived, we welcomed the hot washcloth 

and a cup of hot tea offered for our wait.  Freshened by these, we roamed the lobby area to familiarize 

ourselves with the hotel amenities.  We found a Business Center with fairly reasonable rates for 

Internet access, shops, a tea room, and a grand piano next to the stairs that led to the second floor 

dining rooms.   

Friendly Mr. He arrived with two other gentlemen.  Even though the national holiday had 

officially begun on Saturday, a couple of officials from the People’s Consultative Committee came to 

the hotel with him, and accompanied us to our rooms after introductions.  

 I made an interesting observation upon our meeting the government officials.  Our arrival on a 

Sunday and interfering with the 7-day Golden Week holiday of Mainland China naturally caused 

some resentment, and I could feel a soupçon of this in our official welcoming committee.  

The two men from the consultative committee handed us their cards, which I accepted properly, with 

both hands.   I looked at the taller gentleman’s card, and delighted myself as much as anyone else 

around by being able to read a Chinese character I had learned from my classes.  Wang is the word for 

King, and I read it out loud, “Ah, ni shi Wang Xianshen.” (So you are Mr. Wang.) These words seem 

to have broken the ice.  The seemingly unhappy official actually smiled as he said to me, “Oh, so you 

can read Chinese!”  I admitted in Chinese to only knowing a few words, but from then on, our 

relationship was friendlier.  Angela does not read Chinese, but speaks it better than I do, and was able 

to talk to our hosts occasionally in their language as well, even without Bobby’s help, and smiles 

came more readily after this established that we were not totally foreigners. 

Along with history Professor He, who probably knew more about Paul Splingaerd than almost 

anyone else in China, our stay in Jiuquan would be under the supervision of Mr. Wang and his 

companion, Fu Bai Shen, a seismic engineer.  Isaac had been in communication with Professor He and 

knew what I wanted to see and do.    

From the research I did on Paul’s years in this western outpost, I knew that the city’s name, 

Jiuquan (酒泉) translates to “Wine Spring,” named for the spring where victorious young general 
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Huo Qubing, received a generous shipment of wine from the Han emperor for defeating the Xiongnu, 

and poured the wine into the spring so all his soldiers could partake of the reward. 

As our introduction to the city, we were taken to the site of the spring, around which an 

impressive and beautiful park has been built.   

 

     

Figure 80 . At Jiuquan Park L-R:  Frank, Angela, Mr. Wang, Anne, Professor He, Engineer Fu, and Dr. Bobby Tan. 

 

We were driven to the central landmark of the city, the bell and drum tower16F

17 that even Marco 

Polo commented on in his account of his travels.  I was happy to see this sturdy pagoda-like tower as 

it undoubtedly looked down many times on my great grandfather during his years in Jiuquan. 

                                                 
17 Interesting details about the tower and the city itself can be found here: 
http://www.drben.net/ChinaReport/Gansu_Province/Jiuquan_City_Prefecture/Jiuquan/Sources/Histor
y_of_Jiuquan_Suzhou_District.html 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Huo_Qubing�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xiongnu�
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Figure 81  With Engineer Fu at Jiuquan Bell Tower 

On the street where Paul lived  

I had no expectation of finding any remnant of Paul’s yamen, which used to be just outside the 

northern gate of the city, but just wanted to stand in the same vicinity where my great grandfather and 

his family once spent their days.  Professor He obliged me, and took us to the intersection of the 

current Bei Da Jie and Beihuan Donglu.   

  

Figure 82.  The approximate location of Paul's yamen (office and residence) at the intersection of Beihuan Donglu 
and Beida Jie.  
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The well-known London Times reporter George Morrison had gone to Gansu in 1910, many 

years after Paul had left the city, and took pictures of the old yamen, which are reproduced below.  On 

that trip, Morrison also spent some time in Lanzhou where he visited Alphonse and other members of 

the industrious Belgian colony there, and he made positive remarks about their accomplishments in 

that region.  Morrison’s biography, The Man Who Died Twice, by Peter Thompson, includes a picture 

of Uncle Alphonse in a group picture with Morrison and others.  

 

Figure 83  George Morrison's  photos taken at Paul's abandoned yamen 
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To give us an idea of what Paul’s yamen would have looked like in its prime, Professor He 

brought us to a cultural park near the school where he had taught.  This public park contained a 

collection of restored buildings in the style of architecture of the past. 

Passages in books by people who visited the Lin/Splingaerds in Jiuquan mention it was quite a 

grand affair with a courtyards surrounded by both official and residential quarters.  In one of the extra 

rooms on the grounds, Paul and his wife Catherine ran a health clinic and between them saved many 

lives.  Professor He mentioned that Paul introduced western smallpox vaccine to the region.  He said 

this greatly benefited not just children, but also young women seeking husbands as the vaccine were 

spared pox-marked complexions that would have made it more difficult to attract a spouse. 

 

Figure 84  Frank and Bobby get a closer look at architectural details of buildings in the style of Paul's home 

 

It was at his spacious yamen in the Gansu corridor that the Belgian mandarin entertained 

foreign explorers as well as priest passing through to Xinjiang.  We know that he helped the Russian 

explorers, brothers Grigory and Vladimir Grumm-Grzhimaylo on their expeditions in the Tian Shan 

mountains, and Russian geologist Vladimir Obruchev, who will be mentioned later. 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vladimir_Obruchev).  More pictures of Paul and Catherine at their 

yamen can be found in Chapter 14. 

The drawing below of a yamen was found online, gave me an idea of why visitors described 

paul’s home and office complex as a “palace,” with many courtyards.   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vladimir_Obruchev�
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Figure 85  Yamen drawing, now in public domain, copied from Wikipedia. 

 

 Traveling missionaries and other visitors to Paul’s yamen mentioned he had converted one of 

his many rooms into a chapel.  The picture below is one in our family album of the chapel at Uncle 

Alphonse’s house in Tianjin.  It is included here because it was probably furnished with items from 

his father’s Jiuquan chapel.  The statues would have come from European sources, but the pagoda-like 

shrines on either side of the altar give it a Chinese flavor.  When Dad saw this picture, he remembered 

it from his childhood days as being at the top of the stairs, and often lit up for services.  He shared a 

story relating to the chapel, of a humbly dressed priest who had been traveling, and being directed to 

Uncle Alphonse’s as a place where he could say a Mass.  Alphonse attended the service, and was 

surprised when the priest made the sign of the cross three times, instead of the single one that ordinary 
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priests do at the final blessing at the end of the Mass, an action reserved for bishops.  As someone 

who had wanted to become a priest himself when younger, Alphonse felt honored to have a bishop 

use his chapel.   

 

 

Figure 86 Uncle Alphonse's private chapel. 

 

To return to our 2005 trip to Jiuquan, Professor He lived in an apartment close to the cultural 

park, so he invited us to tea.  Mrs. He graciously set out fruit and pastries along with the tea and a 

sweet yogurt drink called suan nai that got me hooked.   
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Figure 87  Tea and treats with author and history Professor and Mrs. He at their Jiuquan apartment 

Following is an article by Professor He that Wei referred me to in 2008, concerning Paul and our 2005 

visit to Jiuquan with my cousins:    

[历史人物]清末肃州海关的第一任税务官 

来源： 酒泉日报  作者：   2008-03-26 18:04  编辑： 樊醒民 

  按照1882年签订的《中俄伊犁条约》规定，清政府设立了肃州海关。李鸿章选定比利时人斯普林

格尔德(汉名林辅臣)，作为朝廷命官担任第一任肃州的洋税务官。 

  斯普林格尔德出生于比利时布鲁塞尔郊区的农村，1860年随同比利时传教士来到中国，开始对中

国语言文化进行深入学习。后来，他利用给著名的德国丝绸之路学者李希霍芬担任翻译的机会，深入

中国西北地区，进一步了解中国的风俗人情，成为一个名副其实的“中国通”。李希霍芬很喜欢他，把

他推荐给了欧洲商行。斯普林格尔德以欧洲商行代理人的身份，在内蒙古贩卖过几年皮毛和棉织品，

后被李鸿章看中。 

  肃州海关衙尔就设在肃州北城尔。这个税务官不仅得到了朝廷和洋人的赏识，在肃州人中口碑也

较好，因而他又被授尔在肃州审理汉人、蒙古人和土耳其语系民族之间的各种诉讼。更有趣的是，他

还兼管“种痘局”。在当时天花流行的中国，人们把这项西方医疗技术看作了不起的技艺，加之斯普林

格尔德早年从西方传教士那里学会了做简单的外科手术，自然成了肃州城中声望很高的外科医生。在
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他的衙尔里，还专尔设了一处诊所，他的妻子(中国张家口人)和女儿就承担护士工作。他的妻子是信仰

耶稣教的中国人，为他生了三个儿子、七个女儿。这些出生在中国的儿女，只会说中国话，根本不懂

法语。 

  在肃州人眼中，他是一位仁爱勤政的朝廷命官。离任的时候，当地居民还赠送给他用来表彰官吏

的盖伞和用绫罗绸缎做的一些绦带，这些赠品上还写上了赞美之词。 

  肃州位于长城之内，是甘肃最西部的一个重要城市，因此来自新疆甚至于中亚地区的日用商品均

要在肃州交纳税款。在税收困难的情况下，他依然能尔收入大量税金，就连甘肃总督也非常赏识他。 

  肃州还有许多来自新疆的维吾尔族商人和来自杭爱山的蒙古商人。他们与中国汉人之间有许多打

官司的事务，都由这位有着丰富经商经验的斯普林格尔德来协调解决。这就是为什么这位比利时人，

在如此偏远城市能尔长时间担任这个职务的缘由。当时从内地派来的中国官员，很少有长期留到此地

的，最长时间也不过三到五年。 

    

2005年10月初，林阿德的孙子辈一行三人分尔从澳大利亚、加拿大、美国来到甘肃兰州、酒泉，寻根

访故。访问期间，他们给省档案馆提供了有关林辅臣的许多珍贵的资料和图片，在酒泉也受到了有关

部尔和人士的热情接待。 

  （何端中） 

 

Original: http://jqrb.gansudaily.com.cn/system/2008/03/26/010632274.shtml 

   
Translation of the above: 

[Historical figure] Suzhou’s first official Customs Inspector of the late Qing Dynasty. 

Source: Journal of Jiuquan: 2008-03-26 18:04 Editor: Fan Xingmin 

 

In accordance with the provisions of the "Sino-Russian Treaty of Saint Petersburg (1881)", 

signed in 1882, the Qing government established the Suzhou Customs bureau. Li Hongzhang selected 

the Belgian Splingaerd [Sī pǔ lín gé ěr dé] (Lin Fu-chen’s foreign name) to serve as Suzhou’s first 

foreign tax official. 

Splingaerd was raised in the rural outskirts of Brussels, Belgium.  He came to China in the 

1860’s with Belgian missionaries, and immersed himself in Chinese language and culture. He was 

later given the opportunity to accompany the famous German Silk Road scholar Richthofen as a 

translator on travels throughout Northwest China.  These journeys allowed him to learn more about 

http://jqrb.gansudaily.com.cn/system/2008/03/26/010632274.shtml�
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Chinese customs and habits, and he became a veritable "China hand."  Richthofen liked him, and 

[before leaving China] recommended Lin to a European trade firm.  Splingaerd spent many years in 

Inner Mongolia trading in furs and cloth.  

The Suzhou Customs Yamen was located near the North gate.  The tax officials and the court 

has not only been appreciated by foreigners, but even more so by Suzhou officials, so he was 

authorized to hear all kinds of litigation Han Chinese, Mongol and Turkic peoples in and around 

Suzhou. Even more interesting is that he also established a vaccination clinic.  Smallpox was epidemic 

in China at that time, and people were helped by Western medical technology. Splingaerd also 

performed simple surgeries, and came to be known as a prestigious Suzhou city surgeon.  In his his 

yamen he had set up a health clinic, with his wife (from Zhangjiakou, China) and daughters as nurses.  

His wife, also a Christian was a former teacher.  They had three sons and seven daughters.  These 

children were born in China and could only speak Chinese, and did not understand French. 

Suzhou people regarded him as a caring and diligent government appointed official. When it 

was time for him to leave, local residents presented to him in recognition a parade parasol with silk 

and satin ribbons on which tributes were written. 

Suzhou, located just within the Great Wall, is an important city in the western part of Gansu, 

and goods from Xinjiang and Central Asia had to pay taxes in Suzhou.  Even under difficult 

circumstances, he was capable of collecting tax revenue, and the Governor of Gansu appreciated his 

work. 

Many traders from Xinjiang, Uygur and the Khangai Mountains of Mongolia came to Suzhou.  

There were a lot of litigation issues between them and the Han Chinese, but Splingaerd’s wealth of 

business experience was able to resolve them skillfully.  This is why the Belgian was able to remain at 

this remote city for such a long time.  Chinese officials sent from the central government did not 

usually stay that long, and the average term was for three to five years. 

Because of his outstanding performance in China, Belgium thought highly of him, and let him 

participate in the negotiations for the Belgian railways investment in China, as well as the 

construction of the Yellow River Bridge in Lanzhou.  In 1905, governor Shen Yun of Gansu 

commissioned him to lead the exploitation of the Yumen oil fields.  Unfortunately died on his way 

back from procuring the equipment. 

Several of his children remained in China, and were involved in foreign affairs.  His eldest 

son, Lin Ah De served as an interpreter and taught at the Lanzhou Administrative Law School. 
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In early October 2005, three of his great grandchildren, from Australia, Canada, and the United 

States came to Lanzhou and Jiuquan to find their roots.  During their visit, they provided valuable 

information and pictures to the Provincial Archives on Lin Fu-chen.  They were warmly received by 

the relevant departments and people of Jiuquan. 

(by He Duan Zhong) 

At the Western extreme of the Great Wall 

On our second day in Jiuquan, our official escorts picked us up in two chauffeured black cars 

for a trip to Jiayuguan, where the Great Wall ends.  On the way, we crossed the Beida He, which was 

very calm on that day, but notoriously fills up and flows furiously in storms.   

     

Figure 88.  Beida He river today, on the left, and on the right Frank, Mr. Wang, Angela and me on bridge over the river. 

 

 We stopped at the river as this had significance in Paul’s story as well.  During a particularly 

severe storm, a couple of fishermen found themselves stranded on an island in the Beida.  Paul was 

summoned from his yamen, and by crossing the river twice on horseback, brought both men to safety. 

 This is likely to have been the river the two American cyclists (see chapter 14) were crossing 

when they met the “Mysterious Ling Darin” (Paul) in 1895.  They called it the Edzina (Etsingol or 

Eijin in Mongolian and Chinese) River, partially correct, because the Beida River is a tributary to it, 

and Beida’s location between Jiayuguan and Jiuquan tell me this was probably the body of water they 

were crossing when Paul found them. 

 The fort at Jiayuguan was impressive, and reminded me substantially of large medieval 

fortresses in Europe and the UK.   



Assembling the Paul Puzzle 

Chapter 7  Bringing Paul Back to Jiuquan  92 

  
Figure 89. Anne, Bobby, Mr. Wang, Engineer Fu, Angela, and Frank at Jiayuguan Fort at the western end of the 

Great Wall of China. 

 

 

Figure 90.  At Jiayuguan, Frank offers prayers after being shown the proper way to light incense by amused Mr. 
Wang. 
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Figure 91 The flying horse is the symbol of tourism in China.  The actual artifact is housed at the Gansu provincial 

museum in Lanzhou.  This considerably larger one is outside the Jiayuguan City Hall. 

 

 The spectacular view from the top of the fort gave us an appreciation of the terrain that 

surrounded the area where Paul lived, and the view of the snow-capped Qilian (also known as Nan 

Shan Mountains, and for some inexplicable reason, “Richthofen Range,” even though Richthofen 

never went there himself).  These are the mountains from which the jade for Jiuquan’s famous 

“luminous wine cups” are mined.  They are also the mountains to which Paul had led expeditions. 
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Figure 92  As guests of the city of Jiayuguan we were treated to an elegant luncheon banquet, and an escorted tour 
of a water conservation park as well as Jiayuguan Fort and its fine museum.   Dr. Bobby Tan can be seen on the 
other side of the platter featuring a beautifully carved deer. 

 

 Back in Jiuquan we were taken to the offices of the municipal archives.  Even though we were 

now into the “Golden Week” holiday, the archives were opened for us and we met Ms. Li Jin Xiang, 

chief of Archives, and her staff.  Just as elsewhere, we were told that much had been destroyed in the 

Cultural Revolution. 
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Figure 93  Ms. Li, Anne and staff member at the conference room of the Municipal Archives of Jiuquan. 

 

 

Figure 94  We were honored to be asked to sign the new red-paged guestbook at the Archives of Jiuquan 
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Figure 95  Bobby Tan dictates a translation of some pages of my biography of Paul Splingaerd. 

(October 4, 2005) 
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Figure 96 Bobby and Angela admire the impressive government building where Mr. Wang and Mr. Fu work. The 
two black cars parked in front of the stairs transported us around Jiuquan and Jiayuguan. 

 

 After a stop by the imposing office building, we were escorted to yet another banquet.  This 

one was hosted by hospitable Mr. Bian Yu Guang, head of the local People’s Consultative Committee, 

who is keen on promoting local products for foreign markets.  He and Frank got along quite well, and 

talked business, as Frank runs his own accounting firm in Perth, Western Australia, and owns an 

award-winning vineyard in the south, at Frankland River.  

 For some reason what stood out most for me about that evening was the fact that Mr. Bian had 

put some onions into his wine, and then everyone else at the table proceeded to do the same because 

Mr. Bian had declared it was good for health.  Since I wasn't drinking any wine, I didn’t join in.    

 Before dinner Mr. Bian presented each of his foreign visitors with a beautiful set of Jiuquan’s 

famous luminous jade wine cups carved out of jade from the nearby Qilian mountains.   
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Figure 97  Gift set of wine glasses made of the luminous jade from the nearby Qilian mountains. 

  

Jiuquan and Jiayuguan are not as much publicized “destinations” on the Silk Road, as is nearby 

Dunhuang and its Mogao caves, but even for visitors with no family history in the area, they are 

definitely worth a visit.  The world-class Jiayugaun museum offers presentations in an elegant setting 

and the park built around Jiuquan’s Wine Spring offers a beautifully designed environment for 

relaxation and for taking in local history.  
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Figure 98 Rocks of interesting forms and coloring are prized in the region, and we were able to appreciate some at 
a special museum. 

 After our banquet with Mr. Bian we were driven back to the hotel.  After being treated like 

royalty for the duration of our stay in the city where my grandfather and his family spent 14 years, I 

felt I would have enjoyed more spending more time in this city where the Splingaerd family spent 

possibly their happiest years.  Professor He and the city officials certainly made our brief visit most 

enjoyable and I am deeply appreciative of their time, hospitality and friendship. 

 Back at the hotel we got a couple of hours sleep before taking a cab back to Jiayuguan to catch 

our 4:16 AM train to Xian. 
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A statue is erected 

An unexpected and happy outcome of our time with Mr. He was receiving a slip of paper from 

him with the name and contact information of his son, Wei He in the States.  Upon my return to the 

states, I contacted Wei, and sent him pictures I had taken of his Dad and stepmom.  I am happy to 

report that we have met three times, and our communications still continue today. Several months 

after my return to Los Angeles, Wei He told me that his dad had convinced the city of Jiuquan to 

include a statue of Paul when it was considering erecting memorials of notable Jiuquan citizens along 

a business street in that city.   

 

Figure 99. A memorial statue of Paul was erected in Jiiuquan, thanks to the efforts of Mr He. 
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Figure 100. Photos of the memorial statue in Jiuquan 

These were the first pictures of the statue, taken by a friend of the Zhangs when they visited 

Jiuquan.  At the time, an inscription was carved into the rock next to the pedestal 

 

Figure 101. The inscription is translated in the text below. 

 
"The translation of the plaque on the original stone is as follows, reading from right to left: 

(line #1) Belgian citizen Lin Fu-Chen 
(#2) He followed the Missionary as a handyman 
(#3) He's intelligent and was a Chinese expert 
(#4) He was the first Tax Official of Jiu-Chwan 
(#5) He assisted the Kan-Su government in dealing with foreign affairs and foreign trades 
(#6) He started the mining, built the bridge and had distinguished accomplishments 
(#7) He provided free vaccines for small pox and practiced as a physician 
(#8) People showed their admiration and appreciation to him by established the stone statue, 

plaque 
and appreciation banner for him." 
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By 2009, when descendants of Paul returned to Gansu for the Bridge centennial, a new gold-

lettered inscription had been carved into the black granite base of the statue.  Mr. He welcomed my 

cousins to Jiuquan after the Bridge Centennial in Lanzhou, and took them to the statue.  Their visit 

was made into a news documentary for Jiuquan TV 

 

Figure 102 2009.  Visit to Paul's statue in Jiuquan. Installed at the suggestion of Historian He Duan Zhong, in red.  
L-R in front:  Gerald Keet, Denis Keet, Prof. He, Jean-Pierre Keet, Angela Elliott, Margaret (Mrs. Alan) Keet.  
Frank Keet and Alan Keet standing behind them. 

 

Translation of new plaque at Paul’s statue: 

“The Belgian Splingaerd (transliterated to Si pu lin ge er de) 1842-1906, was known as Lin Fuchen.  [viceroy] Li 
Hongzhang appointed him the first Customs Inspector of Suzhou where he served for 14 years, from 1882 to 1896.  
He was honorable and fair in executing his office.  He ran the Smallpox Vaccine clinic and used his knowledge of 
foreign medicine to help the citizens, often at no charge.  In recognition of his benevolence to the people of Suzhou, 
the citizens presented him with a Ten Thousand Name Umbrella of fine silk.  The many inscriptions describe his 
good deeds.  In 1892 he established a Catholic church in Jiuquan. (source: General History of Jiuquan) 
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Figure 103 Wei He (center), the son of Professor He Duan Zhong, and I have been in contact since 2005. L=R: my 
daughter Cynthia, her husband Shawn Olds, He, myself and my husband Mike, in November, a month before 
Cindy and Shawn presented us with our first granddaughter, Cayden. 

 

 

Figure 104.  In February 2014 He Wei and his family visited us in Los Angeles.  Yes, those are photos of Paul and 
Catherine on the wall. 
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Chapter 8 - Back in Xian, where Paul Died 
 Again Uncle Daquan and his son met us at the train station, even though it was 11PM when we 

arrived.  He made reservations for us at a nice hotel in town, and when we got there, handed us the 

items we had left with him.  Frank had asked him to have the photos and disks on his data disk 

transferred to DVDs while we were in Jiuquan, and those were done, too.  Uncle Daquan’s son 

commented that they came out pretty well. 

 We were treated to a full schedule of carefully selected activities during our days in Xian.  We 

went to the church associated with the hospital where Paul died.  In the spring of 2014, my cousin 

Robert Muller had shared pictures from his grandmother Pauline Splingaerd’s photo album, which 

included pictures of the carriage in which Paul took his last voyage.  Pauline was one of the two 

daughters who traveled with Catherine on what was planned to be his return to Lanzhou with the 

Belgian engineers. 

 

Figure 105  Picture from Pauline Muller's album, with her handwritten annotation, “Papa Splingared’s travelling 
to Sianfu (Xian) 1906.” 
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 It was raining the day we went, as it was on the day Paul arrived there.  We posed for some 

pictures at the entrance gate front of the church before going inside.  It appeared to be an active 

Catholic parish.  There is still a hospital next to the church, but it is no longer run by Franciscan nuns, 

and is far too modern to have been around in Paul’s day.  

 

 

Figure 106 In Xian, in front of the church associated with the hospital where Paul died in 1906. 

   

 Xian17F

18 has been a historically important city in China for millennia, was the nation’s capital in 

early days, and is best known today for the terracotta figures of the warriors of Emperor Qin 

ShiHuang.  Although they were discovered decades after Paul’s days, so not of interest in relation to 

finding his story, I was still interested in seeing the figures in person.   

                                                 
18 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xi'an 
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 We were treated to a private tour by a docent who is a friend of the Zhang family.  After 

reading about the terracotta army and seeing the exhibit when it came to Los Angeles, I was in awe of 

being able to see the actual excavations, and marveled at the extent of the find, which has not been 

totally unearthed yet. 

 

Figure 107 Seeing in person the site of the terracota army excavations gives one an appreciation of the magnitude of 
the project. 

 

 A visit to the Beilin Museum, or Forest of Steles was another highlight for me after learning 

about the Nestorian Stele18F

19 the literally carved-in-stone testimony of the existence of Nestorian 

Christianity in China in the Tang dynasty, etched in both Chinese and Syriac.   

                                                 
19 The Nestorian Stele (also known as the Nestorian Stone, Nestorian Monument,[1] or Nestorian Tablet) is a Tang 
Chinese stele erected in 781 that documents 150 years of early Christianity in China.[2] It is a 279 cm tall limestone block 
with text in both Chinese and Syriac describing the existence of Christian communities in several cities in northern China. It 
reveals that the initial Nestorian Christian church had met recognition by the Tang Emperor Taizong, due to efforts of the 
Christian missionary Alopen in 635.[3] Buried in 845, probably during religious suppression, the stele was not rediscovered 
until 1625. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tang_Dynasty�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tang_Dynasty�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stele�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christianity_in_China�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Limestone�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_language�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syriac_language�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nestorianism�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emperor_Taizong_of_Tang_China�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alopen�
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Figure 108. The Nestorian Stele supports the arrival of Christianity in China in 635 A.D. 
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 At one point of my discovery of Paul and my Chinese roots, I wondered if my grandmother’s 

family in the far west of China may have originally been Nestorian Christians, as my Aunt Zhang Jian 

Qin had made a point of writing me in a letter that her family was Catholic well before the Scheut 

(CICM) missionaries arrived in Lanzhou.  When I asked one of my Zhang cousins who now lives in 

Texas, she told me she did not know, but the Zhang family’s Catholic faith probably did not date back 

to the Tang Dynasty.   

 

Five major religions in Gansu 

Catholicism 
The introduction of Catholicism to Gansu dates back to 1665, first spreading in Wuwei and then 

Zhangye, Jiuauan and Lanzhou. The dioceses of Lanzhou, Tianshui and Pingliang were set up after 

that. 

Updated: 2013-11-02  
( chinadaily.com.cn  
 

 

 A little side note on the trip to the Forest of Steles in Xian that has nothing to do with Paul:  In 

January of 2013 our daughter-in-law’s father, Yuan Xingyi, gave us a scroll of a rubbing of a well-

known stele in that museum.   In this stele, “Bamboo poem by Lord Guan (Guan di, Guan Yu), the 

bamboo leaves are arranged in a way that they form characters of a poem.  The scroll is now hanging 

in my writing retreat in the San Bernardino mountains. 
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Figure 109. This stele, “Bamboo poem by Lord Guan (Guan di, Guan Yu), the bamboo leaves are arranged in a 
way that they form characters of a poem.  A scroll rubbing of it now hanging in my writing retreat in the San 

Bernardino mountains. 

(For more on the scroll, visit http://vc.lib.harvard.edu/vc/deliver/~rubbings/olvwork279605) 

 

 It was in Xian that our indispensible travel companion, interpreter, and knowledgeable friend 

Dr. Bobby Tan left us to visit relatives of his own in Western China before heading back to his home 

in Tientsin.  He, like Isaac Huang, was a priceless factor in the success of our trip.   

      

Figure 110  Bye-bye, and thank you, Bobby Tan!  Zai Jian, Xian! 

 

http://vc.lib.harvard.edu/vc/deliver/~rubbings/olvwork279605�
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Chapter 9 - Yangtse (Yangzi) River and Shanghai 
 Our next destination was the economically and historically significant port city of Chongqing, 

where our Yangtse (Yangzi) river cruise would begin.  This ancient city whose prominence is still 

growing, would have been another great place to spend more time, which we did not have.  Paul was 

in that city with Richthofen, and according to the geologist’s journal, further down the river, ran into a 

violently anti-western crowd at Ichang, one of the places our cruise would be passing.  

 I had booked our cabins from Los Angeles, directly to a Chinese cruise line that used cruise 

ships built in Germany.  It was impossible in 2005 to reconstruct Paul’s 1871 experience but I did spot 

some of the ancient “hanging tombs” of the mysteriously disappeared Bo People.  I wondered if Paul 

had seen them, and wondered about them, too, as they were one of the things that would have been 

around and unchanged since the Bo people (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bo_people_(China) 

disappeared during the Ming dynasty. 

 

Figure 111. Hanging tombs as seen from a Yangtse River cruise ship. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bo_people_(China�
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Figure 112. The Three Gorges Dam was still under construction at the time of this trip 

We got off the boat at the Three Gorges Dam for a visit to the overlooking Museum.  

Wuhan’s place in the puzzle 

 OK, I admit I wanted to take the Yangzi River cruise because I wanted to see as much of the 

river I could before the completion of the Three Gorges Dam 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Gorges_Dam), and this was a good opportunity to go through the 

ship locks of the enormous and controversial dam on the river I had learned since primary school had 

the distinction of being the third largest river on the planet.  But the cruise also happened to end in 

Hubei’s provincial capital of Wuhan.   

 

Figure 113 Taken while in the locks at the Three Gorges Dam. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Gorges_Dam�
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The modern port city is a conglomeration of three cities, Wuchang, Hanyang, and Hankou.  In 

Paul’s time, Hankou was the most important inland trade ports in central China, where many western 

powers had established companies.  In the late 19th century, the Yangzi River was the principal way to 

transport goods inland to and from the coast, and transportation between the north and south was 

being served by the Grand Canal19F

20 between Suzhou and Beijing.  Both China and the countries she 

traded with recognized the benefit of a rail route connecting the north and south.  The Chinese also 

knew they would need Western technology to get the railway built, and those countries with the 

ability to build it vied for the lucrative rights to the construction.  In partnership with a French 

company King Leopold II of Belgium had beat out England, Russia and the US in winning a contract 

with the Qing government to build the rails along “the backbone of China,” between Beijing and 

Hankou.  Shrewd businessman, that he was, King Leopold had laid some groundwork for getting his 

tracks “in the door” since Viceroy Li Hongzhang’s 1896 journey around the world that continued after 

he attended the St. Petersburg coronation of Nicholas II.  Belgium was not on the viceroy’s itinerary, 

but while he was in Germany, Leopold sent his carefully coached envoy to personally invite Li to 

Belgium, and he fit in a few days being regaled by Leopold’s hospitality.  More details of the visit are 

covered in Chapter 9 of The Belgian Mandarin.   

Li’s colleague, Shen Xuanhuai, director of the “Imperial Railroad Company of China” signed 

an agreement with the Belgians, beating out the British, Russians and Americans.  When the Belgian 

bankers involved expressed discontent with the original contract, Leopold wanted to renegotiate the 

terms.  He sent a couple of trusted engineers, fresh from the Congo, with no sense of diplomacy, and 

even less knowledge of Chinese protocol.  They failed miserably, perhaps even comically in their 

haughty attempts to gain a signature from viceroy Shen, in charge of the railroads.  (see pages 123-

124 of The Belgian Mandarin)  Not giving up, Leopold had his representative in China enlist the help 

of “the famous Belgian Mandarin,” who not only knew the language, but was also known to be 

familiar with the Chinese way of doing business.  The king’s representatives contacted Paul 

Splingaerd, and as a loyal Belgiuan subject, agreed to do what he could for his king.  It was fortuitous 

that he was on good terms with the powerful viceroy Li Hongzhang, then head of the Zongli Yamen, 

or Foreign Affairs Bureau of the Qing government.  It was for his part in successfully negotiating new 

terms that were favorable to both Belgium and China that Paul was made a “Chevalier de l’Ordre de la 

                                                 
20 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grand_Canal_(China) 
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Couronne,” a decoration accorded through the Independent State of the Congo, the front for Leopold 

II’s efforts in China.  Without ever having set foot in the Congo, Paul was now a knight of that 

fabricated “government.”   This was the first of many assignments on behalf of his king’s ambitions in 

China.  

 To get back to 2005, upon reaching Wuhan I was naturally interested in seeing the train station 

which would have been the terminal of the railway that Paul had a part in negotiating.   I was directed 

to the old station, which was not far from where we debarked the Princess Jeannie, but was told it was 

not being used any more, that a newer station had been built in 1991.  Here is a picture of the 

impressive older building, and of the street sign that indicated we were on Train Station Street.  Che 

Zhan Lu.  

   

Figure 114. The older Train Station in Wuhan is on Train Station Street according to this sign. 

Shanghai 

Our final destination in China was Shanghai, where thoughtful Uncle Zhang Daquan had booked us 

rooms at the very nice and well-located Shaanxi Business Hotel.  One of my goals in this bustling city 

was to find Xujiahui (Zikawei), where four of Dad’s religious aunts may have lived and worked.  At 

this former Jesuit community, we were duly impressed by “the grandest church in the Far East,” St. 

Ignatious.  Although completed after Paul’s 1906 death, my religious great aunts probably worshiped 

here, as well as at the medium-sized, Greek style church built in 1851 (torn down in 1980) as St. 
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Ignatius was built between 1905 and 1910.  Its opulence and that of the modern diocesan headquarters 

next door contrasted immensely and painfully with with the cracked church and rectory buildings of 

the sparse little parish in Baotou. 

  

Figure 115. The grand St. Ignatius church in Xujiahui suburb of Shanghai, and church in Baotou 

 The convent across the bouleverd from St. Ignatius had been converted into a restaurant called 

the Ye Olde Station, and had a railroad theme, and that is where we celebrated Angela’s birthday.   

 

Figure 116  Across from St. Ignatius church is the former convent where my aunts probably lived.   It is now Ye 
Olde Station restaurant. 

It would have been interesting to visit St. Francis Xavier College, that my grandfather and his 

brothers attended, but we did not make it.  It still exists, but it now houses the Beihong Middle School. 



Assembling the Paul Puzzle 

Chapter 9 - Yangtse (Yangzi) River and Shanghai  115 

 Angela, who knows China well from frequent trips there, guided us to some shopping centers 

she knew, and while holding back on picking up items during the earlier part of our trip, so I would 

not have to lug them through China and Mongolia, I felt it was now OK to do some shopping.  I found 

ink, brushes, paints and paper for my Chinese painting hobby, and one of my favorite “dressier” 

blouses, which I am wearing in the picture below with my good friend Emilie Shin Foo Collins, when 

we attended a dinner at a Southern California China Society meeting.  

 

Figure 117 With Emilie Collins 

It was at the SCCS that I gave one of my first talks about Paul Splingaerd, and I subsequently joined 

the society. 
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Chapter 10 - In Paul’s Homeland 
Aside from my already mentioned 1996 visit to Brussels City Hall and the Scheut offices in 

Anderlecht, Belgium held other interesting offerings. 

A film called “The White Mandarin”? 

Since Paul grew up to become an able-bodied adult, I have the impression he was well treated 

in his foster homes.  I was given a different impression when I corresponded with a Belgian film 

production company, Antares, which I found by digging around the Internet for any reference to Paul.  

This production company, which may no longer be in existence, was developing a feature movie 

called “The White Mandarin,” based on the unusual life of Paul Splingaerd.  When I contacted the 

producer, Rein Boumans, she at first expressed surprise to hear from an American descendant of Paul, 

but was friendly in our correspondence, and kind enough to send me the synopsis of her projected 

movie when I requested it.  In this document Paul is depicted as a misfit because of his status as a 

foster child, probably because of illegitimacy.  Here are the first lines of the Synopsis: 

1847 Belgium.Ottenburg 
 
Being an orphan in a rural village was not simple in those days. 
As a child Paul Splingaerd feels rejected and socially completely isolated.  As a reaction he 

takes sides of dissenters and minority groups.  This results in regular conflicts with the local parish 
priest who is narrow-minded and conservative.  

 
Really?  Isolated, and on bad terms with the Church?  This portrayal was inconsistent with 

what I have learned from more reliable sources, which indicated that Paul had a pretty good 

relationship with religious.  He was described by the Brussels priests as being pious, and respectful.  

The fact that his eldest son Alphonse wanted to be a priest, and four of his daughters became nuns 

also challenge the Antares depiction.   

The synopsis continues with many fantasy situations, even killing off Richthofen before Paul 

became a fur trader, ending with the poor orphan dying a poor man in China, utterly ignored by the 

European community.  I have pictures to prove the opposite.  Both the biographical and historical 

facts were distorted in the storyline, and when I called Rein’s attention to this, Rein defended them as 

“a fiction,” which allows for creativity on the part of the producers.  This miserable portrayal of Paul 

sounded like defamation of character, and got me upset enough to take a class at UCLA on the legal 
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aspects of films about real people and events.  I learned that by now Paul was considered a “public 

figure,” one who has been dead for many years, and the public was allowed to take liberties with his 

name.   

I gradually learned since my 2001 exposure to the Antares version of Paul, that it was fairly 

typical for Paul to be perceived by his compatriots, both during his day, and today, as a poor, 

uneducated and pretentious country bumpkin.  Much of what Rein based her take on Paul was from 

the limited perspective of Jozef Spae’s book and the person listed in the credits for “Historical 

Research,” Tone Brulin. (see below)  

Spae’s sympathic take on Paul in his book still reflects the attitude of the good priests Paul 

accompanied to China.  They persisted in regarding him as gofer even after he became a high-ranking 

Civil servant in the Chinese government, and often aided them in dealings with local authorities.   

Tone Brulin Play 

From the credits of “The White Mandarin” I read that Ms. Boumans was basing her view on 

talks with the Belgian playwright Tone Brulin  (born Antoon van den Eynde), who had produced a 

play in 1986 based on his interpretation of Paul’s personality.  It was a comedic drama or farce20F

21 

called “De Staart van de Mandarijn” (The Tail of the Mandarin), in what could be characterized as 

theatre of the absurd. I learned about Brulin’s play from an article in a Flemish newspaper that was 

part of the package of items21F

22 sent to me by then CICM archivist Fr. Verhelst when I wrote to the 

order for information about Paul Splingaerd.   

When I first contacted Tone Brulin in the mid 2000’s, with a request for information about the 

play, a program, or synopsis of his play, he replied that he had nothing.  I looked for references to 

Brulin on the Internet, and at that time, could find no mention of his play about Paul.  After the 

publication of my book in 2008, we have corresponded sporadically, and he sent me some pictures of 

his play, which can be seen here: http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-

pourbaix/Mandarijn/Documents/brulin/brulin.htm 

                                                 
21 My online dictionary defines “farce” as a “comic dramatic work using buffoonery and horseplay and 
typically including crude characterization and ludicrously improbable situations.”  From what I have 
seen of Tone Brulin’s work, this may be an apt term for the work.  
22 Other items included photocopies of passages in CICM publications, in both French and Flemish. 
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Although not in the original Tone Brulin Wikipedia entry, the most recent edition now 

includes this sentence attached to the end of a paragraph about his plays:  “He wrote a play about Paul 

Splingaert, a Flemish boy who became a famous Chinese Mandarin.”   

Mr. Brulin eventually sent me via e-mail, a copy of his Flemish De Staart van de Mandarijn, 

and a computer-generated translation of it in English that is barely comprehensible.  His perspective 

on Paul’s personality and life were clearly from the viewpoint of a European, albeit a well-travelled 

one, who has lived in South Africa, Latin America and Southeast Asia.  He and his wife Siti were 

guests of honor at the unveiling of the statue to Paul in Ottenburg in 2006.  

 

Figure 118  White-bearded Tone Brulin and wife Siti (in red) at the unveiling event of Paul's statue in Ottenburg in 
December of 2006.  Dominique Vanpée, president of the historical society that commissioned the statue at right. 

 

Tone was in his 80’s at the time of our correspondence, and quite busy, but he managed to fit 

in time to meet with my cousin Alan Keet in Kuala Lampur in 2011.  
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Figure 119.  Belgian playwright Tone Brulin, center, wrote a play based loosely on Paul, met with Paul's great 
grandson Alan in Malaysia.  They are holding the program from the play Tone loosely based on what he knew of 
Paul Splingaerd’s life, “De Staart van de Mandarijn.”  Tone’s wife Siti is at left. 

  

After trying to read the rough translation of his play, it was evident that Rein Boumans relied 

heavily on his script. 

 

Via the Huldenberg historical Society 

A 2007 Internet search for information on Paul turned up a news article published by the 

historical society of the Huldenberg region where Paul lived till he was 21.  It was about a statue that 

had been erected in honor of the 100th anniversary of the death of the local boy who became a 

mandarin in China.    

**  10 december 2006: "Onthulling monument Paul Splingaerd." (Unveiling of the Paul Splingaerd 
monument.) 

 

 
Figure 120. Unveiling celebration for the statue of Paul in Ottenburg. 

http://www.huisterdijle.be/images/Activiteiten/splingaerd_A.jpg�
http://www.huisterdijle.be/images/Activiteiten/splingaerd_B.jpg�
http://www.huisterdijle.be/images/Activiteiten/splingaerd_C.jpg�
http://www.huisterdijle.be/images/Activiteiten/splingaerd_D.jpg�
http://www.huisterdijle.be/images/Activiteiten/splingaerd_F.jpg�
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This link is to the article, which may or may not be there any more, but might offer some 

pictures taken at the unveiling of the statue.http://www.huisterdijle.be/index.php/1-heemkunde/83-

activiteiten/105-vroegere-activiteiten.html.  Click on the link to 2006. 

Unless the entry has changed, if you click on this link to the Wikipedia article on Ottenburg, 

you will see the statue of Paul in front of the town’s cathedral:  http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottenburg 

 

Figure 121. Paul's statue in Ottenburg lies across the street from the local cathedral. 

 

When I first saw the article and pictures, I did not know the identities of the people who 

attended the ceremony and reception, but now can recognize Tone Brulin, Dominique Van Pee, the 

artist, Hallet, and others.  I was surprised yet pleased to see the recognition that was given to the foster 

kid who left their village at age 21, and ended up spending 41 of his subsequent years in Mongolia 

and China.   

Using the address for the Huldenberg Kring on the Historical Society’s site, I contacted the 

organization, and got a friendly response from Dominique Vanpée, the president of the historical 

society that commissioned the statue of Paul, and from Willy Goossens, the author of “The Forgotten 

Fleming” in one of the society’s publications.  It would be nice to meet them in person.   

In the summer of the year that The Belgian Mandarin was published, 2008, my daughter 

Cynthia and her husband Shawn traveled to Europe, and were going to visit a business associate in 

http://www.huisterdijle.be/index.php/1-heemkunde/83-activiteiten/105-vroegere-activiteiten.html�
http://www.huisterdijle.be/index.php/1-heemkunde/83-activiteiten/105-vroegere-activiteiten.html�
http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottenburg�
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Holland.  They agreed to check out the statue for me.  They did that with the aid of Dominique 

Vanpée, who not only picked them up at their Brussels hotel, but also threw in a tour of Bruges as 

well as some time at the statue.  Here is a picture Shawn took of Dominique and Cynthia at Paul’s 

statue.   

 
Figure 122. In August of 2008 my daughter Cynthia Olds went to Ottenburg to see the statue of Paul erected by 

Huldenberg historical society.  On the left is the organization’s president, Dominique Vanpée. 

 

A young member of the Huldenberg Kring, David Rosier wrote to me about his great uncle 

being one of Paul’s teachers at his elementary school.  In February of 2007, he sent me an e-mail with 

this message that his great uncle Guillame was Paul’s teacher but died after one year, and his 

successor failed to provide a whole generation with adequate education. 

Mon grand’oncle, Guillaume Rosier fut l’instituteur de Paul, mais il mourut un an après que 
Paul fut arrivé à l’école. L’instituteur qui prit sa suite n’avait pas les mêmes qualités, aussi 
toute une génération d’enfants ne reçurent-ils pas une bonne formation. Paul fut l’un d’eux. 
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David also thoughtfully sent me scans of records of money spent by the foster family, the 

Deprés, for clothing and other Paul-related expenses.  

 

Figure 123 Copies of documents listing expenses relating to the support of Paul by his foster family.  Sent to me by 
David Rosier of Ottenburg. 

 

Connecting with Webmaster Christian Goens 

 In the months before my book was published I had begun e-mail correspondence with 

Christian Goens of La Louvière, Belgium.  He is a retired engineer and an amateur genealogist who 

had started a website that included my cousin Paul Pourbaix.  Paul Pourbaix was the son of my dad’s 

older sister, Marie Splingaerd, who had married a Japanese Eurasian, Lucien Pourbaix.  Uncle 

Lucien’s grandfather may have been related to Christian’s mother.  I had actually come across his site 

before, but found the information included in it not relevant to my search, or simply wrong.  Then 

later my brother Peter asked me to check it out again.   

I wrote to Christian, and we began exchanging information relating to the family.  His interest 

was primarily in the genealogy, and mine was focused on Paul Splingaerd’s life, but every time I 

would get any information or pictures relating to Splingaerds, I would pass it on to him, and he would 

include it his website, as he did with information from other descendants.  His site developed into a 

repository for pictures, information and documents from relatives on every continent, an international 
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virtual museum of all things Splingaerd.  It was through Christian and his website www.goens-

pourbaix.be that I would find relatives I barely knew about.  His site featured a couple of 

“trombinoscopes” or galleries of Splingaerd faces, some of which belonged to children and 

grandchildren of my grandfather Remy’s sisters who had married Europeans and left China with their 

husbands well before I was born.  Because communication in those days was not as advanced as it is 

now, there was very little going on between the families that left, and those of Paul’s sons, who 

remained in China till their deaths.   

Remy was Paul’s second son, and dad was his only son.  My parents stayed in contact with my 

Dad’s eight sisters.  Of Uncle Alphonse’s children, the one I remember best and with fondness was his 

second daughter, Auntie Philo, an energetic, caring and sweet lady who was a friend of Mum’s.  

 It is because of Auntie Philo’s friendship with Mum that Angela and I became friends.  Auntie 

Philo and Angela visited our family when we lived in Japan, and later, Auntie Philo visited us when 

we were living in Mexico City.  Her newsy Christmas cards were always the first ones to arrive each 

year, and to this day Angela is carrying on her mother’s tradition.  Auntie Philo used to pass on family 

news as she was in touch with her siblings’ families.  Angela has done a great job of keeping many 

members of the family in touch, and I made contact with the Keet family thanks to her. 

When I discovered through Christian’s site that Remy Paternoster, the grandson of Paul and 

Catherine’s daughter Lucie, lived in Venezuela, I began writing to him, as up till that time, I only 

knew that two my Dad’s sisters Rosa and Clara, had moved to Venezuela after leaving China.  My 

Dad was not aware that his cousin Remy (Sr.) hadsettled in Venezuela, but remembered Remy Sr’s 

father, Albert Paternoster, husband of great-aunt Lucie Splingaerd.  Dad recounted a fond memory of 

a musical soirée at the senior Paternosters in Tientsin, as the city was called back then.  All I knew 

about the Remy Paternoster who lived his last years in Venezuela was from the already-mentioned 

biographical book, Les Mosaïques de la Mémoire, by his daughter, Remy Pio’s half sister, Jacqueline 

“Mei-mei” Paternoster Van Hecke.   

Uncle Alphonse’s son, François, from his second wife, married the beautiful and talented 

opera singer Dora Chih, and had a daughter, Louise, just a little younger than myself. (She is a retired 

employee of the Peacekeeping department of the UN, and was one of the translators into French of my 

book.)  Uncle François died in 2002, in New York, where Louise and her family also lived.  He was a 

unique individual whose own life is worth a book.  On his many travels around the world, he would 

drop by my parents’ home for visits.  He was the same age as my Dad, and they got along well.  Uncle 

http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/�
http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/�
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François always had fascinating tales to tell about the various situations he was in, in different parts of 

the world.  An anecdote I remember when he visited us in Los Angeles, and I was studying Chinese 

painting with Johnson Chow.  Uncle François noticed the Chinese paintings on our wall, and told us 

that one of the odd jobs he held was that while he was a temporary consul in Macao, he was the 

person who signed the document that allowed the well-known artist Zhang Daqian 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zhang_Daqian) to go to Argentina, where the artist lived for a while.   

(Mention of this important artist’s name comes up again later in connection with Paul’s, but this is 

covered in the book.)   

It is thanks to Christian’s website, www.goens-pourbaix.be, and the website that my husband 

Mike built (www.splingaerd.net) after taking a community college class on creating websites that I 

have heard from people around the world who either are related to me, or knew someone who was.   

 Christian’s diligent gathering pictures, documents and information about the Splingaerd family 

from around the world and sharing these gems with all of us has earned him the nick-name, Lin Link, 

for keeping the descendants of Lin connected.   He also placed Paul on two personalized Belgian 

1franc postage stamps: 

 

 

Figure 124. Belgian commemorative postage stamps of Paul issues at the urging of Christian Goens. 

Reunion in Ottenburg 

After finding out about Paul’s statue in his home town, I knew wanted to see the statue as well as the 

Village of Ottenburg, where Paul spent his first 21 years, so I wrote to as many relatives as I had 

contact info for, to invite them to meet at the statue in November of 2008.  Those who made it on 

November 8th were not many, but we came from different parts of the world.  Louise Laheurte (Uncle 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zhang_Daqian�
http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/�
http://www.splingaerd.net/�
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Franois’ daughter) came from New York, after picking up her mother Dora in Paris.  Remy 

Paternoster and his wife Marifé had just left Venezuela, and came up from Madrid.  Pierre Van Hecke 

came down from Brussels, and his sister, Sophie came with her daughter Charlotte Evrard from a 

different part of Belgium.  My cousin Jean-Pierre Keet came from London with his son Ramy, who 

had just arrived from Israel.  Dominic Bowen, formerly of Sydney, drove from London separately via 

the Chunnel.  Professor Robert Muller came with his wife, Françoise, their son Paul, and their 

daughter Catherine (no problem remembering these two names) and her family.  Yolaine, the daughter 

of my late cousin Paul Pourbaix came from nearby Lavoir.  Webmaster and family genealogist 

Christian came with his wife Nicole from La Louvière.  (I have to note here that Nicole’s mother had 

been quite unwell, and not expected to live, but Nicole assured her husband that if her mother died 

before the reunion, funeral arrangements would not interfere with Christian’s ability to attend the 

gathering.  As it turned out, Nicole’s mother did pass away that week, and our first stop after Mike 

and I landed in Brussels on the day before the reunion was to drive down to her funeral in La 

Louvière.  There I met Christian and his family in person for the first time. 

 

Figure 125 Nicole Polfliet Goens places a flower at her mother's grave.  November 7, 2008. 
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Figure 126.  On November 8, 2008, descendants of Paul and Catherine gathered from around the world at his 
statue in Ottenburg.   

In the picture above, we were: the group of 6 to the left of the statue, beginning with the pretty 

blonde in front, clockwise, are Charlotte Evrard, daughter of Sophie Van Hecke, standing behind her.  

Behind Sophie is Remy Paternoster.  Sophie’s brother Pierre Van Hecke is the hidden person next to 

Remy.  In front of Pierre is Yolaine Pourbaix, and in front of her is Paul Muller.   The trio in front of 

the statue are Françoise and Robert Muller, and their grandson, Mathieu Jacob, holding Paul’s 

portrait.   The group to the right, beginning with the lady in the white coat, are: Dora Chih Splingaerd, 
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and her daughter Louise Laheurte in front.  Behind Dora is Catherine Muller Jacob, her son Guillaume 

Jacob, held by his father François Jacob.  The last group of four on the right, from front to back, are 

Nicole Goens (Christian’s wife), moi, Dominic Bowen, and barely visible, my husband Mike 

Megowan.  Christian must have taken the shot, because he’s not in it. 

For the events of November 8, I will let Dominic Bowen tell the story: http://www.goens-

pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Ottenburg2008/ottenburg2.htm.   

There were descendants of Paul who attended representing several global outposts of the extended 

family. My journey began in London, and I set out by 4am as I had opted to drive and cross the 

channel by way of the Eurotunnel - a half hour train journey from Dover to Calais underneath the 

seabed of the English Channel. I was relying on my trusty Volkswagen Station wagon (previously 

owned by Adrian Keet) to take me to all the way to Wavre, where our hotel is situated, just a little 

beyond Brussels. 

I checked into the Hotel Leonardo with enough time to take a nap for a couple of hours. Anne 

Megowan, also staying at the hotel with husband Mike, woke me when it was time to go to the statue 

of Paul Splingaerd in Ottenburg – the main gathering and beginning of the whole event. When we got 

there many had already assembled. It was like a wedding reception only slightly dressed down. There 

were over 20 people whom I did not recognise at all! You can get an idea of the atmosphere from the 

photos. Fortunately the weather was splendid and we were honoured by the presence of several 

prominent local figures including the Mayor of Huldenberg (http://www.huldenberg.be/32_nl.html ), 

Dominique Vanpee (masterful master of ceremonies and former/honorary President of the Historical 

Society), Chris Morias (Current president and our gracious co-host at the historical Society), and 

René Hallet himself (creator of the statue in the centre of Ottenburg of our very own “Mandarijn Paul 

Splingaerd”). Paul’s statue is pre-eminently situated in the forecourt of a grand old public building 

which has in the past been a Bourgeois Mansion, a convent and a convent school. Directly across the 

road is the old St. Nicholas Church 

(http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/ac/Ottenburg_church_A.jpg ) and this venerable 

location also helped to add to the sense of the occasion. 

After many introductions and excited photo taking, we all got in our cars and drove in a convoy to 

Paul’s old home, where he was raised by his foster family. With such a large gathering descending on 

the quiet country manor, the residents must have wondered what on earth was going on. The Mayor 

went to the door as a courtesy and explained to one of the current residents what we were all about. I 

http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Ottenburg2008/ottenburg2.htm�
http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Ottenburg2008/ottenburg2.htm�
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was told that this was an old house and though fairly extensive works had been carried out over the 

years, the house was structurally continuous from when Paul spent his time there, and still retained 

many period features such as the window frames and brickwork. 

After we had taken in the view and surrounds of this lovely old double storey house, we made a short 

but treacherous trek cross country to the Historical society in Huldenberg proper 

(http://www.huisterdijle.be/index.html ). The historical society covers the interests of the greater 

Huldenberg municipality which includes five villages including Ottenburg - the town where Paul 

Splingaerd’s statue stands. As a matter of geographical interest, this municipality is one of 30 in the 

Arrondissement of Leuven, which in turn is the larger of two partitions of Flemish Brabant 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flemish_Brabant ), a province in the Belgian region of Flanders. 

The historical society building was a beautiful and fitting setting for the presentations that were to 

take place. Dominique Vanpee warmly welcomed us with a polished and multi-lingual introduction. 

Then it was Christian ‘Super Glue’ Goens with a visually and empirically stunning history lesson 

which held even the non-French speaking members of the audience spellbound! I can say that 

Christian traced Paul’s history and movements through China and Mongolia along with a discussion 

of the fascinating personalities and places he came into contact with. Uncle Jean-Pierre arrived 

presently with his son Ramy, relieving much speculation and suspense as to whether they would make 

it over from London and indeed find their way across from Brussels airport. There was also an 

excellent analysis by Christian of the various branches of the family tree – the front page of which we 

can see in the Documents section of my photos. 

At the conclusion of Christians talk we were ushered into another room where delicious coffee and 

regional sweet cheese pie was served. We eagerly enjoyed the refreshments and the chance to sit 

down and catch up with each other. 

Next was Anne Megowan’s marvellously evocative presentation which guided us through many of the 

treasures of her research – evidence of Paul’s life story in the form of documents, maps, archival 

photographs of people, buildings and various artefacts. This collection was woven together with an 

insightful historical context and poignant stories of Paul’s public and private life. Thanks must go too 

to Anne’s husband Mike, who coolly drove the slideshow and held it all together technically while 

Anne presented. Towards the end of the presentation Anne also set the scene for next year’s 100th 

Anniversary of the first iron bridge across the Yellow river at Lanzhou. Could this yet become the next 

family reunion? 
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After the presentations we had a chance to mingle and socialise, take more photos and check out the 

various displays in the centre. Dominique and Chris, our hosts, had yet another treat for us in store in 

the form of a great collection of precious publications from over the years relating to Paul and his 

historical setting. See the Documents photo album for an idea of what we had the opportunity to 

browse through. Night had long since fallen by the time we left the Historical society, and so by 

mobile phone display light, we edged our way back along the steep path to our cars. 

Dinner back at the Hotel Leonardo was a splendid experience. Anne proposed a heartfelt toast to the 

Splingaerds near and far. The food was very good and we all sat down at one huge long table which 

greatly aided open and colourful discussion. There was much moving around and getting to know 

each other between courses, and Christian gave us one last presentation - the inside scoop on his 

fantastic website (http://www.goens-pourbaix.be ). Those of us who hadn’t done so already signed the 

portrait of Paul, my copy of Anne’s Book ‘The Belgian Mandarin’ and logged their details in Anne’s 

event book. Conversation, enquiry and farewells went on till late. Fortunately for many of us we 

didn’t have far to go to bed! 

 The next morning was a perfect chaser to the reunion. Mass was on at St. Nic’s at 10:30. 

Dominique Vanpee came to the hotel to round us up and continue his brilliant guidance. After a lovely 

ceremony and introductions with the priest afterwards, Uncle Jean-Pierre, cousin Ramy, Anne & 

Mike and the two Doms went for a quick wander in the church graveyard and viewed the - sometimes 

familiar - names on the stones and had photos by the lovely grotto. It was then definitely time to break 

for some Belgian beers. Fortunately there was a typical pub just across the road. To the vague 

interest of the regulars, we all sat down at a table and Dominique took us through a crash course in 

regional Belgian beer tasting. After departing the pub we took in the statue of Paul once more – 

whereby for Ramy and Uncle Jean-Pierre it was their first opportunity. More photos! 

We wanted to have lunch somewhere nice and Dominique knew just where to go. He led the convoy 

northwards along a scenic route, stopping briefly at the Huldenberg municipal Town Hall or 

‘Gemeente Huis’ (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Huldenberg ) en route. We eventually arrived at a 

picturesque lakeside place with a main strip lined with lovely looking restaurants. We found a table at 

http://www.aguadulce.be/ The lunch was superb thanks to a delicious selection of regional fare and 

knowledgeable help from Dominique navigating the menu! After lunch I bid my farewell and drove 

back to London with many wonderful memories and a much bigger picture of the international family 

network. 
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My own annotated pictures of the reunion are here: 

https://picasaweb.google.com/103400605188081859697 

 

Figure 127.  Webmaster Christian Goens and me at the Ottenburg reunion in2008 

Christian and I each gave different Powerpoint presentations on Paul.  Christian gave his in 

French, and mine, “In Pursuit of Paul,” was in English, and the audience was largely multilingual.  

Both of these presentations can be viewed via our websites.  Dominic already mentioned the 

refreshments set up for us between the presentations, and I just have to add that the cheesecake was 

really delicious, and the thoughtful and hospitable consideration we were given by our hosts is 

something I will remember fondly for a long time.   

 

Figure 128  Here I am with Huldenberg Historical Society president Chris Morias enjoying our cake and coffee 
during the break between presentations. 
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Shortly after our wonderful gathering, Kring officer Willy Goossens wrote an illustrated article in 

Flemish on our reunion: 

http://www.splingaerd.net/pdf_files/huldenberg_article_on_splingaerd_reunion.pdf. 

 Mr. Goossens is the town’s Postmaster, and author of many articles for the Kring (Historical 

Society), including an article about Paul in the April 1990 25th anniversary publication.  It is called, 

Paul Splingaerd - de vergeten Vlaming die Mandarijn werd (The Forgotten Fleming who was a 

Mandarin”).  It offered me insight into Paul’s early life in Ottenburg after it was kindly translated for 

me into French from the original Flemish by a Françoise Splingaert, who is not a known relative of 

mine but the sister of the person who sent the article to me years ago when my search began. 

Christian’s site has pictures and text on the actual reunion:  http://www.goens-

pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Ottenburg2008/ottenburg1.htm. 

 

Scads of Scans from KADOC 

Paul’s homeland also held some gems in the archives of the University of Louvain (Leuven in 

Flemish).  I learned about their existence via one of my many Internet searches, which continue well 

after the publication of The Belgian Mandarin.  I learned that the archives kept the original letters 

written to Scheut by Paul during his years in China.  For a fee, I could select the items I wanted 

scanned, and was given a window of time in which I could download them.  I was ecstatic because I 

had been given the impression from Spae’s book that the missionaries’ lay helper was barely literate, 

and even had doubts if the signature on the travel pass in Spae’s book was even his.   

 I ordered as many documents that pertained to Paul as I could find, and shared my finds with 

webmaster Goens.  I could see that Paul could write, and some of his letters went on for pages.  His 

penmanship was quite legible, but even my limited exposure to Flemish told me his spelling was quite 

atrocious.  He seemed to spell phonetically, but I know many people me who are better educated than 

Paul, but who don’t place importance on accurate spelling or grammar.  The flourishes in his letters 

reflected his personality, as he liked to put on a good show.   

 I also gathered that Paul liked to have letters transcribed for him to sign, as some letters (the 

ones with better spelling) seem to have been written by a different hand than the one who signed.   

http://www.splingaerd.net/pdf_files/huldenberg_article_on_splingaerd_reunion.pdf�
http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Ottenburg2008/ottenburg1.htm�
http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Ottenburg2008/ottenburg1.htm�
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Figure 129 Some of the many scans if Paul's letters. 

 

Figure 130 Among the Paul-related letters scanned for me by KADOC is this one about Paul’s marriage to 
Catherine Li on Jauary 28, 1873 in the church at Er che San hao (Mongolia) by Rev. Fr. Verlinden...   
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Chapter 11 -  Heirlooms Emerge in South America 
Two of my Dad’s younger sisters, Rosa and Clara, moved to Venezuela with their Italian husbands 

when the communist party encouraged foreigners to leave.  Here is a record of their transit 1948 from 

Shanghai to Venezuela, found by Rodmy Apolloni in 2014:

 

Figure 131. Rosa and Clara's transit record from China to Venezuela. 

Rodmy is my Aunt Clara’s grandson.  He reached me by e-mail when he was still living in 

Venezuela, with a diagram to show his link to Paul, and a picture of himself and of his young family.  

He is slightly older than my son, Andrew, and definitely more interested in family history than any of 

my own children, who may have felt overdosed on the subject of Paul during the years I was working 

on the book.   
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Rodmy, who has since relocated with his family to Adelaide, Australia, has added some gems 

to the virtual museum of Splingaerd artifacts.  My Nainai (paternal grandmother), Rodmy’s great 

grandmother, left China with her daughter, Marguerite (Aunt Maggie) after her younger daughters 

Rosa and Clara did, and after she and Maggie spent a couple of years with daughter Marie Pourbaix in 

Tokyo, but lived her last years in Puerto Cabello, Venezuela, in the company of three of her 

daughters.   

Her moves required many of her belongings to be shed along the way, but Rodmy was able to 

locate a few items that belonged to her, to her husband (my grandfather Remy), to Paul, and to Uncle 

Jean-Baptiste, who happened to be Auntie Maggie’s husband as well as her uncle.  (The story I was 

told by my folks is that they got a “special dispensation from the pope” to marry, since they could not 

have children.) 

In 2008, after my book was completed, I received pictures from Rodmy of the items he came 

across.   

 

Figure 132  In the upper left is the business seal of my grandfather Remy.  This metal plaque at the right measures 
12x8cm, and may have been affixed to a trunk or box.  Interestingly is spelled “Splingaert,” and the words 
underneath the name are “Mandarin Lin Taren,” but if any Chinese characters had been engraved on it, since 
there was room at the bottom, they were removed. 
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Figure 133.  Jean-Baptiste Splingaerd’s seal and chop 

 

Figure 134  This fan belonged to my grandmother, Anna Zhang, who signed it at the bottom of the last inscribed 

panel on the left.  Her Chinese name was 张子因 Zhang Zi Yin 

 

When I sent the picture of the fan to Uncle Zhang Daquan, my grandmother’s nephew with whom I 

reconnected in Xian in 2005, he confirmed that the signature is that of his aunt, who used her Chinese 

name.  The inscription is her rendition of poems by Tang dynasty poets Du Fu 杜甫(712-770) and 

Wang Zhihuan (688-742).  He told me they were probably expressions of her homesickness, as they 
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address the passage of time, and yearning to see the Yellow River, on which Anna’s family home in 

Lanzhou was situated.  She left there to study in Beijing when she was a teenager.  I don’t know if she 

ever returned to visit her family in Lanzhou after she married my grandfather Remy.  My 2005 and 

2009 trips to her home town have given me an appreciation of the imposing Yellow River “that 

stretches far into the white clouds,” and of of the “single solitary city silhouetted against thousands of 

mountains,” willows and the Yumen Pass. 

Du Fu’s poem speaks nostalgically of things that are gone, in terms that are more universal, so 

no trip to Gansu is needed to appreciate it, even though a river is mentioned:   

One falling petal betokens spring's imminent decline;  
Now myriads whirl in wind as many woes of mine.  
So relish what remain on twigs ere they are gone,  
And to the full indulge in cups and cups of wine.  
The once merry villa on the river now hosts kingfishers  
Stone unicorns lie sideways on a lofty tomb.  
If nature goes this way, make merry while I may;  
Why care for empty fame, with all my life in gloom? 
 
 

一片花飛減卻春 
風飄萬點正愁人 
且看欲盡花經眼 
莫厭傷多酒入唇 
江上小堂巢翡翠 
花邊高冢臥麒麟 
細推物理須行樂 
何用浮名絆此身 
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Figure 135 Three Zhang sisters of Lanzhou, two of whom married Paul's sons.  L-R: Philomena, Anna (my Nainai), 
and Maria. 

 

 This picture was sent to me by my cousin Monique Biesel of Paris, of our Nainai in the 

middle, with two of her sisters.  Philomena, on the left, who married Remy’s younger brother, Jean-

Baptiste, and the youngest, Maria, on the right.  Maria (Ma Li Ya) married a Chinese scholar, but died 

young, leaving behind two little girls, Terry and Katy.  My grandmother looked after them, and my 

Dad regarded them as little sisters.  The Zhang sisters’ aunt, Anna Colette Zhang, married Uncle 

Alphonse, and the fact that all three of Paul’s sons married daughters of the Zhang family of Lanzhou 

is mentioned in a book by French Jesuit Emile Licent22F

23 who visited the Zhang tobacco plantation 

during his exploration of the Yellow River.   

 It is my Nainai’s family in Lanzhou and Xian who made it possible for me to find information 

about Paul in the Lanzhou archives in 2005, which led the way to my participation in the 2009 Gala 

celebration of the 100th anniversary of the “First Iron Bridge Across the Yellow” River in 2009, 

account of which can be found below in Chapter 15. 

                                                 
23 Licent, Emile, SJ. Comptes Rendus de dix annees (1914–1923) de Sejour et D’Exploration dans le 
Bassin duFleuve Jaune, du Pai Ho. Tientsin: Librairie Francaise, 1924.  Page 777. 
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Catherine’s Gown 

Other Splingaerd family artifacts also found their way to a different part of Venezuela, with a different 

branch of the family, the Paternosters.  The formal “court” gown that Catherine wore in the portrait 

shown at the beginning of this book is in the hands of Ana Clara Paternoster Echeverria de Jaimes of 

Caracas, Venezuela.  She is the granddaughter of Remy Paternoster, son of Paul’s daughter Lucie and 

her husband Albert Paternoster.  It was with her daughter Lucie and her family in Tianjin that 

Catherine spent her last days, till her death in 1918.   

 

Figure 136.  Paul's widow, Catherine, seated, with her daughter Lucie and her family. Albert and Lucie 
Paternoster standing, and seated are children Remy, Alphonse and Lily. 

 

The beautifully preserved gown with its beautiful stitching, embroidery and appliqué work can be 

seen in further detail at: http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-

pourbaix/Mandarijn/Documents/Ana/kimono.htm  
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Figure 137. Catherine's marvelously preserved gown with its beautiful stitching, embroidery, and appliqué work. 

 

A Legacy of Remys 

I have not met Ana Clara Paternoster in person, but we have corresponded by e-mail and via 

Facebook, and I learned that she works for the government of Venezuela’s Tourism Bureau.  I did 

meet her brother, Remy Pio Paternoster.  Remy and Ana Clara are children of Remy Paternoster, 

pictured seated on the ground in the photo above.  We had corresponded for a few months before we 

met in person at the 2008 Splingaerd family reunion in Belgium.  We have since met a couple of times 

in California where he visited on business.  Remy is not a chef by profession, but an aeronautical 

engineer, and former military man.  However, he is a gourmet chef by avocation, and has compiled his 

favorite recipes into a cook book, Cocinando por Gusto, that include Chinese dishes his father 

introduced him, Latin American and other dishes.  He has also published a book on maintenance of 

Bell Helicopters, and one on brewing craft beer.  (All available via amazon.com.)   In 2015 

Remy Pio launched his own line of craft beers, cervezapaternoster.com.  Those familiar with Paul’s 

story (see page 46 of The Belgian Mandarin) know that while working for the Scheut missionaries in 

Mongolia set up a microbrewery at each of their stations.  

Remy Pio carries on his father’s name, and his son and grandson are also Remys.  My 

grandfather Remy Splingaerd, the uncle of the Remy now living in Spain, was given the name of his 

godfather at baptism, the Belgian priest Remi Verlinden.  A few words about Paul’s good friend Fr. 

Verlinden might explain why he chose to name his son after him. 
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Figure 138 Fr. Remi Verlinden (1830-1892) 

 

Remy (or Remi) Verlinden was one of the co-founders of the Scheut congregation, and had 

been a colleague of founder Verbist for two years by the time Paul was hired to work at the Scheut 

headquarters in 1863.  Verlinden was 12 years older than Paul, and they became friends who shared a 

common interest in hunting, which they enjoyed during their days in Xiwanzi as well.  When Fr. 

Verbist assigned all of western Mongolia to Verlinden, he worked out of the mission post in 

Ershisanhao, a four-day trip west by horse from Xiwanzi.  Paul spent time at that mission helping his 

friend and Fr. Meyer set it up.  Among the things that Paul apparently did for all the new mission 

posts was the construction of a brick oven, and a brewery, and the Ershisanhao post was no exception.  

He made sure his Belgian priests would have their beer and their baked bread.    
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Figure 139 Paul's wife, Catherine Tchao Li, in undated photograph on which the oll paintings were based. 

 

It was on January 28, 1873 that Verlinden blessed the marriage of Paul to Catherine Li Tchao.  

He has been credited with convincing Catherine the postulant to marry the foreigner instead of 

becoming a nun, by arguing that if she got married, she would have daughters who would take her 

place in the convent.  Her four eldest daughters did.   

It is not known if Verlinden or Paul had any background in architecture, but Spae’s book tells 

of Paul and Verlinden building a western-style church in the neighboring town of Siyingtse.  

According to Spae, the prince of Alashan liked the completed church so much he asked for a similar 

one to be built in his kingdom.  Page 57 of Spae’s book includes a picture of the church, which was 

inaugurated on Ausust 15, 1874:  
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Figure 140 Sketch of Church in Siyintze 

 

It was in 1879, the year before Fr. Verlinden returned to Europe that he baptized my 

grandfather, Remy Splingaerd.   
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Figure 141  My grandfather, Remy Splingaerd 
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Remy Splingaerd’s only son (my Dad) did not carry down his first name, but his sister 

Lucie gave that name to her eldest born in 1909.  This son, Remy Paul François Paternoster, 

named his son from his third marriage Remy Pio Ignacio Paternoster, who in turn named his son 

Remy Mauricio Paternoster.  In 2012 Remy Mauricio and his wife Marianella Fargier had a son 

whom they also named Remy Tadeo Paternoster.  Below are pictures from Marianella of Remy 

Tadeo posed with a copy of The Belgian Mandarin, and one taken in Madrid in 2015 of three 

generations of Remy Paternosters in Spain.    

   

Figure 142 Remy Tadeo as infant (left), and with his abuelito and Papa (right) 
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Chapter 12 - Following up in the US 
Since here was virtually nothing in English about Paul Splingaerd when I began my 

search, I searched for information about the more prominent people who had touched his life.  

Most of these had left more of a literary train than Paul.  .  Some documents and books were 

even in English!  

Leopold’s Shadow 

One day in 1999 while wandering through the local Barnes and Noble bookstore, I saw a 

title that caught my eye:  King Leopold’s Ghost by Adam Hochschild.  I picked it up and in 

thumbing through it, found that the Leopold in the title was indeed Paul’s king.  There were 

some references to missionaries, and thought it might be interesting to have eventually, as the 

missionaries with whom Paul traveled to China did have missions in the Congo as well.   

 Shortly after becoming aware of the book, as an Associate of the Los Angeles Library 

Foundation, I received an invitation to hear Adam Hochschild talk about his book at our Central 

Library.  Mike and I attended the interesting talk, and got an idea from Mr. Hochschild of the 

atrocities that were committed in Congo in carrying out the will of the wily king of Belgium in 

his pursuit of wealth.  When getting my copy of the book signed, I mentioned to Mr. Hochschild 

that my great grandfather was Belgian, and worked for the Scheut missionaries in China.  Mr. 

Hochschild looked up in horror, and said, “But they were on the other side!  They were working 

for the king!”   

 Hochschild’s book told me that the missionaries did indeed play a part in carrying out the 

king’s ambitious plans of reaping harvests of rubber and ivory at the cost of millions of lives.  

The missionaries did not participate in the killing or maiming of the natives, but according to 

Hochschild, at the king’s request, they started children’s colonies.  Many of the children in the 

orphanages started by the missionaries were those whose parents who had been killed during the 

raids of the “Force Publique”23F

24 that destroyed many native villages.  Most of the boys from the 

missions were trained to become soldiers for the king’s forces.   

 Hochschild explains Leopold’s influence over the missionaries.  Not only were they 

Belgian citizens loyal to their king, “Leopold subsidized the Catholics lavishly, and sometimes 
                                                 
24 The officers of the Force Publique were Belgian, but the footsoldiers were local men. 
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used this financial power to deploy priests, almost as if they were soldiers, to areas where he 

wanted to strengthen his influence.” (Page 143, King Leopold’s Ghost).   

When children died while in the Catholic colonies, Hochschild reported that one mother 

superior wrote “but all had the happiness of receiving Holy Baptism; they are now little angels in 

Heaven.” (page 135) 

These reports on the Catholic missionaries in Hochschild’s book were naturally not 

regarded favorably by all readers, and Belgians I have spoken with about the book have told me 

that Hochschild’s book contains controversial statements that cannot be believed.  Controversy 

must sell books, because during his talk at the library, Mr. Hochschild told us that his book was 

the best selling book in Belgium at the time.   

The final chapter of Leopold’s Ghost also told me why there was no record of Paul’s 

receiving his “Chevalier de l’Ordre de la Couronne” medal.  In the book’s final chapter (19), 

“The Great Forgetting,” Hochschild writes of a fire in the furnaces of the Congo State offices in 

Berussels that burned for eight days to destroy the State archives.  They were being burned on 

Leopold’s orders, to destroy all records of anything to do with the Congo, both in Belgium and in 

Africa.  This was done shortly before officially deeding the colony to the Belgian government.   

When I wrote to the Belgian Consulate for any record of Paul’s Order of the Crown 

decoration, I received a letter expressing regret that all the records for that period had been 

destroyed in a fire.  Now I get the impression that it may have been in that deliberate week-long 

fire.  According to Hochschild’s end-noted source, Stinglhamber, the king’s words to him were, 

“I will give them my Congo, but they have no right to know what I did there.”  (Hochschild, p. 

294)  The book helped me understand the reason for the destruction. 

Publication of “The Belgian Mandarin” 

 Thirteen years after I began my Paul Splingaerd project, I felt I should assemble the 

information I had into a book that could follow Paul’s life from birth to death.  Since I had once 

before tried to get a children’s book on dinosaurs published the conventional way, by getting 

hundreds of rejection letters, I decided I would spare myself the time and the disappointment by 

publishing Paul’s story myself.  After researching self publishers on line, I chose a “print-on-

demand” publisher who offered what seemed like a good package.  Knowing what I do now, I 

would not have purchased their marketing packet, as I have found out they primarily aim their 

marketing campaigns at the authors whose books they publish.  Aren’t we our own greatest fans?   
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 I chose the design of the cover, supplying the background map I had copied from a book 

by Catholic missionaries, and the outline of Paul from the oil painting my parents brought from 

China.  I made some mistakes in the design, as people looking at the cover think The Belgian 

Mandarin was written by Paul Splingaerd.  My package included the services of a proofreader, 

but not a book editor who might have improved the book.  I imposed on a handful of friends and 

relatives read the manuscript before I sent it to the publisher, made some corrections, and sent it 

off.   

Several months later, on Friday, January 18, 2008, while at my daughter Cynthia’s in 

Alexandria, to help her pack for her move to Abu Dhabi, I received the proof copy of my book 

for approval, signed the approval form, faxed it back to the publisher, and was told my book 

would be available to the world in 24-48 hours.  Its 13-year gestation period was over, and I was 

so excited, I believe I e-mailed the news to almost everyone in my address book.   

Along with the publication of The Belgian Mandarin in 2008, the publisher provided my 

book with its own website for a year. The messages received via that website appeared to be a 

magnet for daily pornographic messages, with a very few exceptions.  One day I received a 

message from a Susan Black in London who asked if Paul was also the ancestor of her 

daughter’s father, Dr. John (Jean-Pierre) Keet of London.  Our communications were brief, but 

told me that her daughter Cathy Black, was also a doctor, and coincidentally worked in the same 

London hospital as her father.   

Because the website actually brought in a couple of legitimate messages relating to the 

book, or my family, I decided I would renew the website for a fee.  Unfortunately, the publisher 

dropped the website at the end of the year without offering me the chance to renew before the 

year was over, so the www.splingaerd dot com domain name was lost.  

My husband Mike Megowan took a course in creating websites, and built one for me that 

would allow interested people, both existing and yet-to-be discovered relatives to find out a bit 

more about the family history.  The new website, “splingaerd.net,” was created to offer 

information in English on Paul Splingaerd and his descendants, and to provide a link to the site 

created by Christian Goens, where I had been sending information for months, and continue to 

do so.  Christian does a great job of updating information on family members, and adding 

information about my illustrious ancestor and my fellow descendants descendants as new 

knowledge turns up. 

http://www.splingaerd.net/�
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I wrote a Wikipedia article on Paul based on the information I had at that time.  Christian 

then wrote a more expanded one in French.  I see that those Wikipedia articles have been 

reproduced in many languages.  I later started a Facebook page for “Paul Splingaerd – the 

Belgian Mandarin,” which I found easier to keep current than the website. 

I received a bit of publicity thanks to connection in the newspaper business.  Through my friend 

Marlene Gordon, there was a half-page article about me and my work on the book in the 

magazine for seniors, Not Born Yesterday.  

 
Figure 143. Here is an article about Anne and her book, The Belgian Mandarin, that appeared in  

Not Born Yesterday. 

 

….. 
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My friend Diane Margolin who began publishing a tabloid at the same time I was 

publishing the children’s newspaper, The Treasure Chest (when my children were in grammar 

school), is now publisher of the Santa Monica Star, and she also included an article on my work 

in the April 2008 edition: 

 

Figure 144. An article also appeared in the Santa Monica Star 

 

Another friend, Sharon Chow, went to high school with Jennifer Yang, the wife of one of 

the owners of a local Chinese newspaper, 台灣日報 Taiwan Daily, and arranged for a reporter to  

conduct a telephone interview for the article below.  The title of the article is林安妮(Lin An Ni), 

my Chinese name.   
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Figure 145 Jennifer Yang (holding book), Sharon Chow and me at lunch in San Gabriel Square in 2008. 



Assembling the Paul Puzzle 

Chapter 12 - Following up in the US  151 

 

Figure 146 This China Daily article that features my Chinese name, 林安妮（Lin An Ni）. 

 

At an Old China Hands reunion in Portland, Oregon, in 2005, I gave my first talk on Paul 

Splingaerd.  When my book came out in January of 2008, the first book was bought by one of 

the Old China Hands, Moses Katz.   

A fellow Old China Hand, Zoya Shlakis, who was also living in Los Angeles at the time, 

was an active member of the local China Society, and after my book came out, she invited me to 

give a presentation there.  I was also given the opportunity to talk about Paul at the Pacific Asia 

Museum and to docent group I belonged to, called “Las Angelitas del Pueblo.”  That has been 

the extent of my “marketing,” as I realized I am not a salesperson.   

These Powerpoint presentations can be viewed on the splingaerd.net website. 
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With a published book in hand, I was able to participate in the 2009 LA Times Festival of 

Books at UCLA.  Those Festivals are always fun, but provided further proof that I do not shine at 

self marketing.  

 A French Translation 

 Fellow descendants of Paul, who have read the book have been positive in their response.  

Since it was written with them primarily in mind, this pleased me.  Two cousins, Yolaine 

Pourbaix de Royer in Belgium, and Louise Laheurte in New York, both of whom I met in person 

at the Ottenburg reunion, offered to translate different sections of the book into French for my 

many Francophone relatives.  Without my knowing it, the French father-in-law of my cousin 

Georges Bourgery, M. Jean-Marie Camarty, translated my entire book into French, and I was 

able to combine the results of all three translators, along with the illustrations of the original 

version, into a French edition, “Le Mandarin Belge.” 

I have not published it, but can print up copies on demand for anyone who is interested. 

 

 

Figure 147 Jean-Marie Camarty, shown here with his granddaughter, Patricia Mavel, undertook the 
translation of my book into French. 
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Figure 148 The completed French translation of The Belgian Mandarin 

 

A Great Helper 

The items about Paul and his family continued to reach me.   A British nun, Clare 

Wilson, in the same order as my aunts, the Auxiliatrices des âmes du Purgatoire, or as they are 

known in the States, Society of Helpers, had been appointed archivist and translator in Paris, and 

she began e-mailing me pictures of my great aunts as she came across them.  We became 

Facebook friends.  In 2012 she wrote that she would be traveling to Chicago in June, and said 

she would call me up when she was there.  Quite coincidentally, I was going to be in Chicago at 

the same time to attend a reunion of the “girls” with whom I spent our Junior Year Abroad in 

Fribourg, Switzerland.  Clare and I met at the Willis Tower.  She had thoughtfully brought along 

the cross that had belonged to my great Aunt Rosa (Mother St. Clara), who died in Épinay-sous-

Sénart, France, and presented it to me over lunch in Chicago’s Chinatown. 
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Figure 149. Rosa’s crucifix, given to me in Chicago by Clare Wilson in 2012. 

Being able to meet the lady who had been sending me wonderful pictures of my aunts 

was another unexpected and delightful event in the ongoing story of my pursuit of Paul. 

 

Figure 150   I met with Clare Wilson in Chicago in June of 2012, at the Willis (formerly Sears) Tower 
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Figure 151  Photo of pre-nun Anna Splingaerd, later Mère Ste. Dosithée from Clare Wilson. 
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Figure 152 Religious great aunts Rosa, Marie and Anna in back, with their brother Remy’s oldest daughters, 
nieces Elizabeth, Augustine, Susie, Marie and Marguerite.  Great aunt Clara was already in San Francisco 
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Chapter 13 – Finding Paul in Other Publications 
Discovering Jozef Spae’s book on Paul Splingaerd in 1994 launched me on a quest to 

find anything I could on him, the period of history he lived in, and the people he met or had 

anything to say about him.  I spent a lot of time in actual libraries and bookstores as that was a 

few years before I discovered Google.  Using as many variations on his name as I could come up 

with, I was able to turn up some gems.  Some were from the bibliography at the back of Spae’s 

book, and others through any link I could find that mentioned the relatively unknown individual 

Paul Splingaerd/Splingaert/Splingard/Splingert.24F

25 

Vranckx book on the first mission  

My early internet searches for references to Paul, in 

the mid 90’s, did not turn up much, so I was elated to find a 

copy of Fr. Vranckx’s 500-page volume, Voyages de 

Bruxelles en Mongolie et travaux des missionnaires de la 

Congrégation de Scheutveld in the inventory of a company 

called Asian Rare Books (http://www.asianrarebooks.net 

now in the Philippines).  It was among the most expensive 

books I have purchased, but was delighted with my 

investment for many reasons beyond the references to my 

great grandfather.   

 The author, Frans Vranckx (1830-1911) was co-

founder of the Scheut order, and its second Superior General 

                                                 
25 The Spelling of Splingaerd.My name is spelled S-P-L-I-N-G-A-E-R-D, like the rest of my family’s.  
Paul’s own birth registration spells his name Splingard.  The German geographer Richthofen with whom 
Paul traveled throughout China as guide and interpreter, refers to Paul in his books and letters as 
“Splingaert.”  So did Swedish explorer Sven Hedin, who wrote about Paul in his book, Through Asia. 
Other writers have used this spelling, and it is likely to be the most Flemish spelling of the name.   
Other spellings have shown up as Splingart, Splingerdt, Spelingeret (in the article about Paul being the 
first foreigner to receive the Buddhist manuscripts of Dunhuang).  These variations do not include the 
various transliterations of Splingaerd into Chinese, so for simplicity, the name Lin, with the sound 
coming from the ‘lin’ in Splingaerd, is the most efficient.  A computer translation of a Chinese newspaper 
article has rendered it as “Springfield Gerd,” and my grandfather Remy was Remington. 
 

Figure 153 Pope Pius IX, with whom 
Paul had an audience in 1865 on his 
way to China. 

http://www.asianrarebooks.net/�
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after Théophile Verbist died in Mongolia.  One of his tasks at the helm of the order was to raise 

funds, and writing his Voyages de Bruxelles en Mongolie…  was one of the ways he did this.  

 Vranckx did not devote many words to the missionaries’ lowly handyman, but did 

mention Paul on a few pages, and the priest’s vivid account of the sights and sounds of the 1865 

journey allowed me to see fascinating details experienced by a European encountering the Far 

East for the first time.   

Vranckx’s Voyages was clearly an important source of information for Spae when he 

wrote Mandarijn Paul Splingaerd.  

Albert Raskin’s entry on Vranckx in his 1982 book, Profils cicm, tells us white calfskin-

bound copies of Vranckx’s book were presented to both Pope Pius IX and to King Leopold II, 

and that the king “lui-même affirmait avec enthousiasme l’avoir lu deux fois” (read the book 

twice), I could not help wondering if in later years the Belgian envoy in China suggested 

enlisting Paul’s help in negotiating with the Chinese government, any connection was made 

between the lay helper mentioned in the book and the “mandarin who happened to be a Belgian 

subject.”  

An important observation has to be made about the link between Leopold and the Belgian 

missionaries.  Vranckx mentions in his first chapter that “Son Altesse Royale Monseigneur le 

duc de Brabant” (Leopold was not crowned till December of 1865) had a private audience with 

CICM founder Théophile Verbist prior to the missionaries’ departure for China.  The 

relationship between the missionaries and their royal patron was an ongoing one, and continued 

into their missions in Africa. 

After the publication of The Belgian Mandarin in 2008, I discovered that digital versions 

of Vranckx’s book are now readily available, with illustrations, at no cost.  Here is a link to one: 

https://books.google.com/books?id=S0RaAAAAcAAJ&dq=Voyages+de+Bruxelles+en+Mongol

ie+et+travaux+des+missionnaires+de+la+Congrégation&source=gbs_navlinks_s. 

 

Ferdinand von Richthofen   

Paul traveled aound China and Mongolia for four years with Ferdinand von Richthofen, 

uncle of the better-known “Red Baron,” Manfred von Richthofen, immortalized for many 

Americans by the Peanuts cartoon strip.  The learned German baron Ferdinand was a geologist 

and geographer who was known among others things, for advancing the field of geomorphology.   
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Encyclopedia Britannica tells us that Ferdinand Paul Wilhelm, baron von Richthofen:  

“…visited virtually every part of China, gathering material for his great work, China, Ergebnisse 

eigener Reisen und darauf gegründeter Studien, 5 vol. and atlas (1877–1912; “China, the Results 

of My Travels and the Studies Based Thereon”).  What Britannica does not mention is that on 

these four years of journeys through China, Richthofen was accompanied by the young Belgian, 

Paul Splingaerd, who served guide, interpreter and factotum. 

Richthofen had just arrived from California where he made a contribution to the 

knowledge of the Comstock Lode following the height of the Gold Rush years.25F

26   

 

Figure 154  Ferdinand von Richthofen and Paul’s journeys through China 1868 –1872, marked in red. 

                                                 
26 Here is a link to Richthofen’s analysis of the Comstock Lode for geology buffs: 
https://play.google.com/books/reader?printsec=frontcover&output=reader&id=RswQAAAAIAA
J&pg=GBS.PA4 
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Figure 155 Ferdinand Paul Wilhelm Freiherr (baron) von Richthofen (5 May 1833 – 6 October 1905) 

 

Paul agreed to accompany the baron as guide and interpreter on exploration voyages 

through China.  Then 35, the German had been engaged by the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce 

to undertake a Lewis and Clark-like expedition into all the provinces of China.  His mission was 

to report on the people, flora, fauna, and most importantly, the mineral riches of the Middle 

Kingdom. 
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Figure 156  Facing page 76 of Richthofen's Tagebücher aus China. 

Whenever the baron and his entourage arrived at a city of significant size, his first 

priority was to call on the presiding mandarin or taotai.  After he presenting his calling card, 

with Paul's help, he would explain his mission.  This process was essential to removing 

hindrances to his work.  With the blessing the local mandarin, the group could then proceed to 

take measurements and gather samples without interference.  In making these courtesy calls to 

the mandarins, Richthofen made a surprising discovery.   He found out that often the high 

official had difficulty communicating with the citizens under his jurisdiction because the central 

government's policy was to assign mandarins to districts out of their own native provinces in 

order to prevent favoritism or nepotism.  Since dialects varied by region, an amazed Richthofen 

noted that on occasion Paul was asked to act as interpreter between a mandarin and his subjects.  

This may have prompted Richthofen's entry in his journal regarding Paul:  "He is quick in 

gaining the trust of the population, and we make friends wherever we go."   

Richthofen’s best known book is probably China, Ergebnisse eigner Reisen und darauf 

gegründeter Studien (China: The results of my travels and the studies based thereon), based on 

his 1868-72 travels, but published in 5 volumes, 1877–1912, some posthumously.  It told of the 
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mineral resources of China and the high quality of the coal, which was of great importance to the 

industrializing world.  

King Leopold was aware of Richthofen’s discoveries in China, and invited the German 

geologist to his Geographical Conference of 1876, an event that paved the way for the ambitious 

king to take over the Congo, and his later attempts at reaping profits in China. 

 

Figure 157  this book is now available as a download, complete with illustrations: 
https://archive.org/stream/ferdinandvonrich01rich#page/n3/mode/2up 

Richthofen mentions his Belgian interpreter and assistant Paul on several occasions in his 

Letters to the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce (1869–72).  These letters, written in English, 

give a good idea of what Paul would have seen and experienced on his journeys with the baron, 

and mention incidents that hinted at the already growing resentment towards foreigners in China 

that culminated in the Boxer uprising.   

Jan-Baptist Steenackers 

Paul must have esteemed his Scheut friend, Jan-Baptist 

Steenackers, as he chose the young priest to be the godfather of his 

youngest son, Jean-Baptiste.   

When Paul returned to Belgium in 1906 after an absence of 41 

years, it was Steenackers who met him at the dock, as he had met Paul’s 

Figure 158  Scheut 
priest Jan-Baptist 
Steenackers 

https://archive.org/stream/ferdinandvonrich01rich#page/n3/mode/2up�
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children in Shanghai when they arrived in that city from Jiuquan in 1895 to begin their 

European-style education.   

After Paul’s 1906 death, just four months after his return from visiting his homeland, Fr. 

Steenakers wrote the following tribute to Paul, which he called Une Existence Extraordinaire.  It 

was published in the CICM publication, Missions en Chine et au Congo.  Here is my translation:  

AN EXTRAORDINARY EXISTENCE  

To be born a citizen of Brussels, to die a general in the service of China, and to have filled the 
time in between with enough adventures to fill the lives of ten seekers of such pursuits, such was 
the fate of a man whose untimely death was just announced by European newspapers.” 

It is to this man, Mr. Paul Splingaerd, devoted friend of our missionaries, that I would like to 
provide testimony of our heartfelt gratitude with a brief biographical account. 

Our readers will recognize the unique character of this individual and will delight in the 
accomplishments in the Far East, of a fellow countryman who remained till his last day the most 
jovial of Brussellois; it will be seen that along with his genuinely good spirit, Paul Splingaerd 
combined clever judgement with proven bravery.  

He was born in 1842 under very modest circumstances, and after completing his military service, 
left Brussels for China in 1865 with our founder, Rev. Verbist. 

The young man only received a very incomplete elementary education,26F

27 but having observed his 
natural aptitudes, our first missionaries could recognize in him the makings of a very useful 
assistant. 

They were not mistaken.  He learned the Chinese language before they did, without having 
opened a book, but from conversing from morning till night with the local people.  In less than a 
year he was able to translate sermons into Chinese that the missionary would whisper to him 
border in Flemish, his mother tongue.  He subsequently became a veritable polyglot, speaking 
French, English, German, Chinese, with a good command of Mongolian, Turkish and Russian.  

After the death of our venerable founder, Paul was hired by the German Legation in Peking, to 
carry out delicate missions, in which he had to act judiciously on more than one occasion in order 
to escape being killed.27F

28 

It was at this time that the famous Baron Ferdinand von Richthofen arrived in China to draw a 
geological map of the entire empire.  Paul was the only man capable of guiding this brilliant man 
through all the provinces.  Their journeys lasted for several years, during which our friend 
acquired such an understanding of all the dialects that no native was equal to, and on more than 
one occasion he was able to serve as interpreter between mandarins and their subordinates.28F

29 

In his account of their explorations, Baron von Richthofen gives highest praise to his guide whose 
bravery and skill pulled them out of more than one scrape.  

                                                 
27 In 2008 I received an e-mail from David Rosier, the grand nephew of one of Paul’s teachers.  See page 17 of the 
Belgian Mandarin. 
28 Elaboration on one mission that involved the killing of a Russian is on page 57 of The Belgian Mandarin. 
29 This incongruous statement is explained on page 64 of The Belgian Mandarin. 
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On one occasion, the brilliant man, with tears in his eyes, threw his arms around the little 
“Bruxellaire” for being able to drive away a band of brigands with a misfiring revolver.  

The French minister, Count de Rochechouart, speaks of him in the same terms, thanking him for 
similar services rendered on excursions of lesser importance. 

Following two other voyages, our friend became a businessman in partnership with a German, Mr. 
Groesel, and they established an office first in Kalgan, and later in the Blue City [a.k.a. 
Guihuacheng, today’s Hohhot], which borders the Mongolian steppes. 

The English company, Jardine Matheson, with headquarters in Shanghai, advanced them capital 
to buy wool and camelhair in Mongolia, cashmere, yak tails, leather, etc.  Long caravans 
transported these goods to the sea. 

This life of expeditions and adventure suited Paul’s character perfectly, as his iron constitution 
defied fatigue.   

At one point he believed he was on his way to fortune, a hope shared by our good Fr. Verlinden, 
for whom Paul was like a son. 

One day the old missionary of holy and joyous memory told Paul, “Your business is going well.  
You should get married.” 

“Perhaps, but it takes two people to do this, and in China you know that customs do not allow a 
young man to go courting, and it's the parents’ duty to procure a wife for their sons.  You’re my 
father, so it’s up to you to resolve this Chinese problem.” 

“I’ll take care of it,” replied the missionary.   

Now at the Holy Childhood establishment at Eul-Che-San-Ho [Ershisanhao], under the direction 
of Chinese nuns, Fr. Verlinden had admitted the daughters of Catholic parents for the purpose of 
finishing their religious education, and to train them to teach reading and writing in their own 
language. 

One of these boarders had a combination of agreeable physique, intelligence and solid virtue.  Fr. 
Verlinden thought that Catherine, then around 20, had the qualities necessary to Paul’s happiness.  

But Catherine’s consent was needed.  These entailed long and laborious negotiations.  One detail 
was revealed to me 25 years later, by one of the daughters of Paul and Catherine. 

I asked the young girl why she wanted to become a nun.  “Because,” she replied with a 
mischievous smile inherited from her father, “I’m entering religious life to take take my mother’s 
place, because I know that when Fr. Verlinden asked Maman to marry Papa, she replied, “I didn’t 
enter the boarding school to get married, but to become a nun.”  “Bah, responded the priest, “later 
your daughters will take your place as nuns!” 

In the end, the good Catherine became Paul’s wife in 1873, and the happiness of these spouses 
was the measure of their mutual love.  

Fr. Verlinden’s candid prophecy was fulfilled, as I will show later.  Four of Cahterine’s daughters 
are religious with the Dames Auxiliatrices du Purgatoire. 

But let’s return to the business venture undertaken by our friend.  Was Paul a good businessman? 
He undoubtedly had moments of success, but he had a little fault that rarely leads to fortune:  He 
was too generous, and gave too freely, to the point of giving away profits before they had been 
earned! 
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His Chinese servants, with no intention of doing the same, were enriching themselves, and in 
addition, robbed him of wool in transit, and replaced the weight of the missing wool by adding 
sand and other material.29F

30  

In short, our friend saw that his business was not prospering as hoped, and he liquidated his 
business. He needed to find another source of income. 

In the course of operating his business, Paul met and became friends with [Gustav] Detring, a 
German then commissioner in the Imperial Maritime Chinese Customs, and trusted by the famous 
Li-Houng-Tchang (1823-1901) whose recent trip to Europe caused a sensation.  Presented in 
confidence to this great man by said commissioner, Paul was accepted as mandarin.  He was 
assigned to be the mandarin in charge of the Chinese Customs Office in Hsu-Chou [Suzhou], a 
town at the western end of the Great Wall, bordering Turkestan, 500 leagues from the coast; this 
was in 1881. 

At Hsu-Tcheou, Mr. Splingaerd experienced the most tranquil period of his life.  His duties there 
were not much.  This post was created to control trade with Russia, but the Tsar’s subjects did not 
use this route much. [This was conjecture on Steenackers’ part, perhaps based on the fact that 
Paul was too busy to keep in touch with his Scheut friends during this period.] 

So the customs official had leisure time, during which he derived profit for heaven, by practicing 
medicine.  His many patients praised the effectiveness of his treatments, and praised his charity 
even more because he treated them free of charge.  

Our self-styled doctor did not attach great importance to these accolades, but took advantage of 
his popularity to baptize a large number of children on the brink of death.  

And it is because of this I am convinced that he merits for his own family the most precious of 
benefits. 

Hsu-Tcheou was located 50 leagues from the closest Christian post, that of Kan-sou [Gansu is the 
same province Paul was in, so Steenackers probably meant Lanzhou, where the Scheuts has a 
mission post.]  It was only once a year that the Splingaerd family received a visit from a priest, 
and during those visits, immersed itself in Christian life with a multi-day retreat.  Madame 
Splingaerd, needed to take charge of the education of her children herself, managing to do this in 
a manner that kept them in dazzling innocence until the time she could plce them in the hands of 
European educators in Shanghai. 

In the course of his 15-year stay in Hsu-Tcheou, Paul learned that I was assigned to the foreign 
concession in Shanghai, to the post of procurator of our missions in China and in Mongolia.  He 
wrote me as soon as he found out, asking if I would be willing to take charge of the European 
education of his children, who only spoke Chinese.  My relations with him dated back to 1874, 
and following will show that he had the utmost confidence in me.   

Upon receipt of his letter, I went to see the Marist Brothers, who ran an important school in 
Shanghai, and also the good Dames Auxiliatrices du Purgatoire whose two great institutions 
welcomed European girls, both Protestant and Catholic.  At a third establishment, two leages out 
of town, in Si-Ka-Wei, these ladies educate charitably, hundreds of Chinese girls.  

I was received favorably at each of these places, and it was agreed upon by all to bring the five 
eldest children of Paul, three daughters and two sons.  The others would be called for later. 

                                                 
30 See page 84 of The Belgian Mandarin. 
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Notified of this plan, friend Splingaerd did not want to show any lack of confidence in me, and 
instead of sending me his five eldest, he sent me his whole troop: twelve children and their 
mother to boot. 

From the border with Turkestan, and after four months of travel, this caravan of nine girls and 
three boys came to us from the west after crossing the entire empire. 

I went to the wharf to meet this family composed of a Chinese woman, twelve children of Belgo-
Chinese blood, as well as dozens of fat coolies. 

There was no lack of curious eyes to watch this new type of Chinese whose wide pants were 
causing a sensation.  The children brought me a letter by which their father granted me paternal 
rights, for me to let them marry, to consent for the girls to enter into religious life. [Here I need to 
disagree with Christian Goens’ opinion on his website that Paul was abandoning his children. 
This letter sounded to me like a proxy letter allowing his priest friend to act in his absence.] 

The nine girls and their mother were taken directly to the Dames Auxiliatrices.  The three boys 
were placed with the Marist brothers. 

After their education, three girls entered religious life with the Dames Auxiliatrices, and took 
religious names of Mère St. Jérôme, Mère Ste Rosa and Mère Ste Claire, and taught letters and 
handicrafts at an institute for Chinese girls. 

The fourth is a novice at Si-Ka-Wei.  The eldest son, Alphonse Bernard, is an interpreter at the 
Belgian Legation in Peking, the second son, Remy, works for the Kaiping Society, and the third, 
Jean-Baptiste, is [a student] at l'Institut St.Boniface in Brussels. 

Two of the younger girls have finished their education, and two others are still boarders.  Poor 
Suzanne had already died of cholera by the time her father arrived in Shanghai in 1896. 

Let us return to him.  In 1900, when the bloody Boxer revolution broke out, Mr. Splingaerd, per a 
special contract with the king of the Belgians, was part of the mission of Col. Fivé, exploring in 
Kan-sou [Gansu] province. 

One day, Paul went to the telegraph bureau in Lan-Thchou [Lanzhou], capital of the province.  
The telegraph operator who had been a friend, recognized him, and astounded to see him there, 
exclaimed these two words to him: 

“You here?” 

“Why not?” 

“Escape!” 

“Why?”  

The operator showed Paul dispatches from Peking, as well as the official order to kill all 
Europeans. 

Deliberations were not long between Paul and Fivé.  The one route out was to go towards Siberia 
through the vast Gobi Desert. 

Meanwhile, the wife of the Viceroy, wishing to protect Catherine with her eminent position, 
invited her to the governor’s residence for shelter from danger.  

Angels must have been watching after them from heaven and weren’t these angels the souls of 
those many Chinese babies saved by the Splingaerd family?  

Ever since Paul reached the borders of Siberia, he would have liked to continue on to Europe, but 
concern for his family kept him in Urga until the end of the Boxer regime.  
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After several months of painful waiting, he was finally able to again cross the Mongolian steppe, 
to join his wife and take her back to their beloved children. [Other sources indicate he had also 
been asked by the Scheuts to wait there for a new shipment of priests and accompany them to the 
mission.] 

Here is a quick biographical note on these trips. 

Paul had aged considerably and an extended stay at a European port would have benefitted him 
immensely.  Unfortunately, circumstances prevented this. 

Persuaded by the joint action of foreign powers, the Chinese government forces laid down their 
arms.  Massacres and looting by the Boxer had ended [and looting by the foreign forces began]. 
But our Christian communities still faced troubles.  

Mandarins hindered the reparations promised by China, so our missionaries sought the assistance 
of Mr. Splingaerd, a man full of devotion to the missions and their work, on one hand, and on the 
other, he was widely known and respected by Chinese authorities. 

In truth, the contract that Paul had with his Majesty had not yet expired, so authorization for our 
friend to come to the aid of the Missions was easily obtained. 

The problems to be resolved were numerous and delicate.  Numerous brigands were continuing 
the sad exploits of the Boxers under a different name, and it was necessary to pursue these bandits, 
and to put in place the promised indemnities.  

Hundreds of Christian women and young girls taken by the Boxers had been sold to pagans, 
especially the Mohamedans of the west, and they needed to be found and freed from their captors.  

Only one man, our friend Paul, was up to the task of helping our missionaries out of these 
unfortunate circumstances.  

In order to facilitate this task, our Belgian Minister obtained for Paul an official commission from 
the Chinese government.  He was appointed Brigadier General and had at his disposal a squad of 
Chinese soldiers, armed with European weapons.  His troops were immediately won over by his 
valor and generosity.  Each of them would have been willing to die for their General. 

It would certainly it would be unfair to diminish, even indirectly, the merit of our missionaries, 
their heroism in defense their Christians against looters, their helplessness in finding the victims 
of these bandits.  

Mr. Splingaerd’s way of dealing with the Chinese and his limitless religious zeal produced results 
that would have been impossible for anyone else.  
Indeed, with official permission to pursue bandits and deliver them to the local authority; 
and with the power to cite the culprits and force them to return the abductees and stolen 
items, our dear compatriot legitimized somehow the claims of our raided Christian 
communities, and offered in their defense the irreproachable force of having the issues 
settled by a court.  

Our itinerant judge spent several months fulfilling this mandate.  He worked the length of 
two vicariates in central and southwest Mongolia, reaching Lan-tcheou, capital of the 
province of Kansu.  If it were a direct line, which was far from the case, it would be 
traveling over 500 leagues.  He acquitted his delicate mission throughout to the entire 
satisfaction of the missionaries and the Chinese authorities.  

At Lan-tchéou, Mr. Splingaerd learned that English agents were pressing the viceroy with 
offers to exploit the mineral and other resources of the province.  
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Had Paul's contract with his Majesty Leopold II run its term?  I don’t know, but in the 
ardor of his patriotism, our friend offered to go to Belgium on behalf of the Viceroy, to 
bring back experts to whom this great man could entrust his enterprises in all confidence. 
The Viceroy, bound by close friendship to the Brigadier General, decided in favor of the 
Belgians.  Paul received a confidential mission with power to act on his behalf, to hire an 
engineer to examine the possibility of oil wells, a textile expert to set up and run a cloth 
factory, a chemist to analyze minerals, etc. 

In January of 1906 Mr. Splingaerd arrived in Brussels, 41 years after leaving that city. 

Newspapers devoted a lot of press to the Belgian Mandarin, a brigadier general in the 
service of China, etc. 

I will add one detail.  Before leaving in May for his return to the Orient, Paul made a 
pious pilgrimage to Lourdes, where he approached the Holy Table [a euphemism for 
receiving communion?] 

In the emaciated old man we saw in Belgium, you could hardly recognize the athlete we 
knew before. 

His return voyage was not a happy one. 

The last few years had seriously undermined his once-robust constitution.  Paul suffered 
through the heat of the tropics and the discomforts of the sea journey by sea.  His 
diminished appetite only accelerated his decline.  

In Shanghai, the doctor he consulted declared the seriousness of his condition, and poor 
Papa Splingaerd left six daughters in residence in Shanghai knowing that he would never 
see them again in this world.  

Along with his wife and two daughters, he went to Beijing to see his eldest son Alphonse.  
He then continued his journey toward the southwest.  At 7 leagues beyond the Yellow 
River, he was joined by his European comrades who had come directly from Shanghai by 
land. 

The latter had made used of the time spent waiting to organize a caravan that would taken 
them to the Viceroy in Lan-Tcheóu. 

Alas, in Sian-Fou, situated half-way on this difficult journey, Paul became bedridden.  He 
telegraphed his son Alphonse to come from Peking, but he arrived only in time to hear 
father’s final sigh.  

Paul died peacefully on September 25, assisted by local missionaries. 

The following day a funeral service was celebrated by these missionaries, in the presence 
of the family of the deceased and his tearful countrymen. 

On September 26, the caravan led by Alphonse Splingaerd left Si-an-Fou headed for Lan-
Tcheou where the viceroy waited for Paul’s friends.  These arrived around October 20. 

After making the introductions and taking care of the most urgent matters, Alphonse 
returned to Si-an-Fou to bring his mother, two sisters, and the mortal remains of his 
father to Peking. 
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A man of duty above all, General Splingaerd performed his tasks till the total exhaustion 
of his strength.  

He had the consolation, this sempiternal traveler, of dying under the eyes of his beloved 
wife, grasping his son’s hand in his own, and surrounded by devoted compatriots. 

A CHRISTIAN AND LABORIOUS LIFE DESERVED THIS CONSOLING END, AS 
A REWARD FOR THE MANY SERVICES RENDERED FOR GOD’S CAUSE 

* * * 

The original French text is available in a separate file on the website, Splingaerd.net. 

 

Monsignor Otto’s tribute to Paul Splingaerd 

The following tribute to Paul Splingaerd was also written by a Scheut priest who knew Paul, 

Msgr. Hubert Otto, Apostolic Vicar of Gansu Province from 1890 to 1921.  He spent 62 years in China.  

It was written at the request of his biographer, Carlo Van Melckebeke.  Jozef Spae indicates in his book, 

Mandarijn Paul Splingaerd, that Otto wrote this undated document shortly before his 1938 death.   

You asked me to write something about Paul Splingaert.  I cannot easily satisfy you with my poor 
memory.  I knew Paul very well during six months in Soieiun [Suiyuan], and during my stay at Suzhou in 
Kansu where I preached to the mission every four years.  He was an outspoken Christian, participated 
in all instruction like a regular Catholic, and we credit him and especially his wife, with the formation of 
the small Christian community of 70 souls in that city.  His house was a kind of Holy Childhood, and his 
wife, who lived in the Chinese manner, often had 20 children at her table.  Paul had his own kitchen, 
and often ate by himself.  He and his Catherine got along extremely well, and everyone was in good 
humor. 

They prayed together.  The eldest daughters received lessons in Chinese.  They knew it so well 
that when there was an official letter, they could read it even better than we could.  They entered the 
cloister in Shanghai.  Paul's eldest son studied for years at Liangchow and satisfied all requirements.  
He still lives in Peking.  I have never met a European before who could pair the open, courageous and 
clever characteristics of westerners with the Chinese mentality as well as Splingaerd.   

He spoke perfect Chinese, and could communicate equally well with persons of high standing as 
with the commonest laborer.  In Souzhou where I visited the prison with him, no prisoner had to repeat 
what he was saying, or ask Paul to repeat himself.  Everyone knew him; everyone greeted him in the 
street.  When I was in Souchow I was able to baptize a certain Mandarin called Ma thanks to Paul.  
Paul had educated this man and received him at his home.  He knew more than a hundred ways of 
conducting business in Chinese.  Because he was so proficient at his job, he remained in Souchow for 14 
years30F

31.  He could ably handle the Russians who came from Ili and caused a lot of difficulties for the 
mandarins. 

                                                 
31 The norm was 3-5 years. 
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Paul spoke Flemish as if he had just left Brabant;  he also spoke English, French, German, 
Mongolian.   He got along with most foreigners.  All of this I have seen or heard for myself.  Baron von 
Richthofen admits that a great deal of his success in his trips through China is thanks to Splingaerd.  He 
was considered a servant, but his loyalty made him a fortune. A Russian tried to kill him when he was 
working for the German legation in Peking.  But this cost him dearly and Splingaerd was declared not 
guilty to the cheers of everyone.  In Souzhou two Chinese were about to drown on an island during a 
heavy rainfall which made the river swell.  Paul went across twice to fetch them on horseback in the 
presence of a huge crowd that had gathered.  How many Chinese had Paul saved from the executioner!  
How many have him to thank for their healing!  Because even though he did not study medicine, with his 
talent and steady hand he was able to succeed in surgeries that trained surgeons would not have 
attempted. 

Splingaerd was endowed by nature with the mind of a genius; he was a Belgian Marco Polo.  He 
saved the lives of the Belgian mission of Fivé, Ledent and Lambert during the Boxer Rebellion by 
steering them out of Turkestan through Mongolia and Kiatka into the safety of Urga. 

It is a shame that our king did not receive him [when he returned to Brussels in 1906].  He 
would have learned more from Paul (who crossed into every region of China for 4 years with 
Richthofen) about this country than from any consul or minister in China.  At that time it was very 
dangerous to wander about in European garb, as von Richthofen wanted.  Splingaerd said he was 
shaking with fear when they approached the walls of a Chinese city because of the animosity of the 
people towards Europeans. 

All his life Paul remained devoted to the missionaries.  He helped us to purchase property in the 
Blue City.  He settled there, too, and managed to do so in spite of opposition.  Three Manchus who had 
it in for him will no doubt never forget the reception they got from him.  Just as the crusaders, who 
swore not to get out of the way of three Turks, Paul, small in stature but blessed with herculean strength, 
never backed off. 

Paul had more than 20 [12, actually] children; half of them [I am only aware of the infant 
Marie, and Suzanne] died in childhood.  The others left Kansu to be educated elsewhere.  His wise and 
truly good wife Catherine died in Peking.  Paul is buried next to her at Chala Cemetery [Angela's album 
has photos of the graves].  Paul died in Chensi province [Xian city] on his way back [from Belgium] to 
Kansu. 
I should perhaps not tell you all the anecdotes and every conversation that Paul livened up...but which 
cannot be written down.  His life was full of them.  He possessed an uncanny resistance to fatigue.  He 
once traveled from Souzhou to Liangchow (900 li's) in four days and one morning.  He once took a trip 
from Souzhou and back to Hami in nine days by Chinese mail horse at 200 li's a day!" (Ref:  (A.S. I, II, f, 
Otto lettres)  Among the KADOC papers? 

 

Vladimir Nabokov’s reference to PS in The Gift 

 I found an unexpected link between my great grandfather and the author of Lolita during 

a google search of Paul’s name.  A paper read at the International Vladimir Nabokov Symposium 

St. Petersburg, July 18, 2002, indicates that “Paul Splingaert of Sazhou” (sic.) may have 
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provided some inspiration for the protagonist Fyodor’s father.  Here it is for you to check out for 

yourself: 

Nabokov reist im Traum in das Innere Asiens 
In collaboration with Sabine Hartmann 
Reinbek: Rowohlt Verlag, 2006 
320 pages, 51 illustrations, 1 map 

  

 Chinese Rhubarb and Caterpillars 

by Dieter E. Zimmer 

In Nabokov’s last novel, there is a brief exchange between the narrator and his first 

wife. She asks, “What do you call ‘genius’?” His answer is, “Well, seeing things others 

don’t see. Or rather the invisible links between things.” I know you must not confuse 

the narrator with Nabokov, but I believe that in this instance Nabokov is voicing an 

important idea of his own. What I shall simply call the Tatsienlu complex in The Gift is 

a good example of an associative network of such “invisible links” connecting the 

death of Konstantin Godunov, the town of Tatsienlu, the village of Chetu, the French 

missionaries and Thecla bieti. It seems one of Fyodor’s more or less subconscious 

fancies had been that his father had not perished but had stayed on in Tibet or China, 

just like the Belgian the two American bikers mentioned in The Gift whom his father 

had met in the Gobi desert and who had become a Chinese mandarin (I am speaking of 

Paul Splingaert in the town of Sazhou, now Jiayuguan in Ganzu, at the Western edge of 

the Chinese empire). That may be the reason why Fyodor’s dream strangely vested his 

father “with a gold embroidered skullcap,” that is, with a mandarin’s cap. 

* * * 

 Needless to say, the mention of the “American bikers” had me hunting for their book, and 

I found it.  It is called Across Asia on a Bicycle, by Thomas Gaskell Allen and William Lewis 

Sachtleben.  It provided me with some of my favorite depictions of Paul the fun-loving, Chinese-

appearing polyglot mandarin and his family, and I refer tho the bikers’ encounter on pages 90-92 

of my book.   

 A section of chapter 14 of this book is devoted to Allen and Sachtleben. 

 

http://www.d-e-zimmer.de/Root/nabasien2006.htm�
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Maator le Mongol, with a fictional character based on Paul 

Spae’s introduction to Mandarijn Paul Splingaerd mentions a book called Maator le 

Mongol by Jean Blaise, so I looked for it for years, finally found it online at a Belgian site, 

L’Ivre d’histoires (http://livredhistoires.com).  The fun little paperback about adventures in 

Mongolia with the colorful cover might have been intended for a young reading market, but did 

highlight some of the struggles that existed (perhaps still exist?) between the Chinese and the 

Mongolians, something Paul witnessed.  The last two paragraphs at the end of the book, on page 

183, relate to Paul:   

 

As for the characters, it suffices to say that Mo-sieu was modeled on 

an unusual man named Paul Splingaert who lived an extraordinary 

existence.  Leaving [Belgium] as a simple domestic of Fr. Théophile Verbist, 

he acquired a practical knowledge of Chinese and Mongolian dialects, 

which allowed him to perform the most diverse and delicate tasks.  

Successively interpreter, guide on scientific missions, officer of the imperial 

customs, and even Brigadier general, he returned to Belgium as a 

businessman to recruit engineers and personnel to raise capital for the 

exploitation of the mineral riches of Kansou [Gansu]. 

 It is astonishing that such a career has not tempted the pen of a 

writer of novels.   

 

The familiarity of the author, “Jean Blaise,” with Paul, the missionaries and the 

environment in Mongolia in the late 1800’s make me wonder if “Jean Blaise” was not the 

pseudonym of one of the missionaries, or someone with some relation to them.  The narrative 

contains little religious details that most lay authors would not bother with.  Could J.B be Jan-

Baptist (Steenackers)? 

Re-reading Maator in 2014 as I finish up “Assembling the Paul Puzzle,” I realize how 

much is included in this book.  Negotiating the struggles between the Mongolian herders and the 

encroaching Chinese farmers and merchants while understanding and maintaining good relations 

with both sides was excellent training for his negotiating skills in deals between the Chinese and 

the Belgians.   

http://livredhistoires.com/�
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It also is set in the time of the Great Famine, which is when Paul was a fur and wool 

trader.  I am getting a better appreciation of this book today than when I first came across it. 

 

Figure 159. Maator le mongol is based upon the life of Paul during his years in Mongolia 

 

Emile Licent, SJ (1876-1952) 

Jesuit priest Emile Licent expressed a similar lament to Blaise’s in a footnote on page 187 

of his book, Dix Annés (1914-1923) de séjour et d’Exploration dans le bassin du Fleuve Jaune:  

“It’s a pity that no writer has been found to revive his very original figure of a righteous man 

who rendered so many services to so many Europeans, and even more to China in his official 

capacity.” 31F

32  

                                                 
32 Here is the entire footnote: C’est dommage qu’il ne soit pas trouvé un écrivain pour faire revivre cette figure si 
originale d’un homme droit qui rendit tant de services à tant d’Européens, et encore plus à la China, dans ses fonctions 
officielles.  Monsieur Jean Splingaerd me racontait ce trait intéressant entre beaucoup d’autres lorsque son père exerçait 
ses fonctionsà Khalgan, ou il est encore légendaire sous le nom de Ling ta jenn (Son Excellence Ling, le nom chinois de 
M. Splingaerd.  On lui amena un jour, un petit vendeur de ces pates frites à l’huile don't les Chinois sont si friands.  Le 
gamin venait d’être dévalisé par un vaurien qui bien entendu restait dans la foule des badauds mieux cache.  Le “Ta 
jenn” solrtit et annonça qu’il allait juger l’affaire séance tenante. Grande curiosité dand la foule.  Mais le “” ajouta:  pour 
assister au process, on paiera quelques sapèques d’entrée”.  Chose curieuse, un home du tribunal, en presence de M. 
Splingaerd, jetait les sapèques dans un seau d’eau.  Les sapèques d’un individu, en passant à ce contrôle, couvrent le 
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 The footnote goes on to recount an anecdote relating to Paul’s days as a judge, one of his 

duties in his official capacity.  It was inserted in reference to Paul when Licent mentions being 

met by “Monsieur Jean Splingaerd, one of the three sons of the famous Belgian mandarin, the 

guide and protector of Richthofen on his voyages.”    

 Emile Licent is not as well known as his Jesuit confrère and colleague in Tientsin 

Teilhard de Chardin, whom I even had to study while a student at Mount St. Mary’s College.  

Teilhard de Chardin was a philosopher trained in paleontology, and his name is often quoted in 

relation to the discovery of Peking Man, but no mention is made in any English language work I 

could find, of Emile Licent, who according to the French Wikipédia article on him, found human 

remains in his explorations in China in 1916, and suggested to his paleontologist confrère, 

Teilhard de Chardin to to come check them out.  In 1921 an international team found the first 

Peking Man. 

En 1916 il expédie des fossiles à Marcellin Boule, le professeur de paléontologie du 
Muséum national d'histoire naturelle, à Paris. Il communique ses découvertes de fossiles 
dans les Ordos, près du Sjarra-osso-Gol6 (faune du quaternaire) et après avoir découvert 
des restes humains il suggère d’envoyer un paléontologiste expert en Chine. C’est ainsi 
que Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, chercheur formé par Marcellin Boule, prend la tête de la 
Mission paléontologique française dès 1923, au moment où la compétition mondiale en 
matière scientifique comme dans les autres domaines apporte un flot de découvertes : dès 
1921 une équipe internationale avait découvert le premier ‘’Sinanthrope’’, ou Homme de 
Pékin. 

 
Licent went to China well after Paul had died, but he did meet Paul’s sons during his 

travels in China.  He wrote about his arrival at the the Li Ho Station by “Monsieur Jean 

Splingaerd, du haut personnel des mines…Il avait l’amabilité de m’offrir l’hospitalité chez lui. 

(page 187) 

 It was in Licent’s book that I first learned that Uncle Alphonse had a steamboat32F

33 

traveling along the Yellow River to Baotou.  His vessel was called the “Fei Loung,” which 

sounds to me like “Fei long”, in today’s pinying spelling, which translates to “Flying Dragon.” 

                                                                                                                                                             
seau d’un voile d’huile.  On tenait le voleur.  L’affaire était jugée.  La sentence était immédiatement portée et resta 
célèbre. 

 
33 Royal Geographical journal, London, 1912: “ …October, 1912, the middle course of the Hwang-Ho, was 
last summer for the first time navigated by a steamer. It is a stern-wheeler flying the Belgian flag, built at 
Hoboken [Antwerp, Belgium] for Mr. Alphonse Splingaerd, eldest son of the well-known Paul Splingaerd 
who accompanied the first Belgian missionaries to Mongolia in 1865. Its owner's idea is to investigate the 

http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marcellin_Boule�
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mus%C3%A9um_national_d%27histoire_naturelle�
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homme_de_P%C3%A9kin�
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homme_de_P%C3%A9kin�
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Figure 160 Sternwheeler steamboat possibly of the style of Alphonse's 

 

 The chapter on his 1918 exploration in the Lanzhou area mentions Mr. Robert Geerts, the 

chemist who traveled to China with Paul on his last sea journey of 1906, to work in Lanzhou as 

an analyst in the city’s copper enterprise.  Ten years later, when the Scheut missionary 

introduces Licent to Geerts, he was “Commissioner General of the government’s salt tax for 

Chensi and Gansu.” 

On page 769, Licent speaks about viceroy Peng Yingjia, on whose behalf Paul brought 

back European engineers, technician, and businessmen from Belgium the year he died.  “The city 

of Lan techou (Lanzhou) is still of the memory of a magistrate, P’eng tao t’ai (the honorary title 

of tao tai or daotai translates to “circuit intendant,” and sometimes “mayor.”)    

Licent’s notes on viceroy Peng’s contributions shed some light on some of the industries 

Paul and his son Alphonse were involved in.  Copper, iron, coal and gold mines were established 

under him as well as the construction of the iron bridge.     

                                                                                                                                                             
possibility of towing the large numbers of boats which ply on the Hwang-ho as far as Kansu, and bring down 
the commodities ... " 
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His paragraph on the cloth factory tells us that it had been started 40 years earlier by 

Germans, at the request of the Gansu government, but failed four years later, after the German 

administrators left.  It was Viceroy Peng who asked Belgians to get it running again, along with 

the dyeing and other departments.  During the Chinese revolution, the new directors were 

recalled or dismissed.  After that, the machines rusted.   

Thanks to the article below sent to me by Facebook friend David Leffman, author of 

William Mesny The Mercenary Mandarin,33F

34 I got some insight into the state of the cloth factory 

while it was still running under the Germans, 25 years before the Belgians recruited by Paul got 

it running again. 

Mesny’s public criticism of the factory in the North China Herald of 1881 was 

subsequently rebutted by the factory administrators in the same newspaper.   

                                                 
34William Mesny was a British contemporary of Paul who became a decorated general in the 
Chinese military.  David Leffman’s biography of his life will be out in early 2016. 
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Figure 161.  Excerpt of William Mesny’s report on the Lanzhou cloth factory published in North China 
Herald May 27, 1881  

 

 

 



Assembling the Paul Puzzle 

Chapter 13 – Finding Paul in Other Publications 178 

 

Figure 161.  Map of Lanchow (Lanzhou) around 1900, credited to William Edgar Geil's "Eighteen Capitals of 
China" via (https://www.facebook.com/William-Mesny-The-Mercenary-Mandarin-

1464359450471222/photos_stream),  
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Figure 162.  Rebuttal to Mesny’s report on the Lanzhou cloth factory in North China Herald, Sept 2, 1881 

No index entries found. 
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 At the mines of Yao Kai, a few days west of Lanzhou, where chalcopyrite, and copper 

were being processed with equipment supplied by Alphonse Splingaerd, in Licent’s words, “the 

oversight by 40 overpaid and underqualified employees undermined the quality of the 

production.”  

 Mr. Geerts started a school of industrial chemistry.  Metallurgical engineer Albert de 

Deken, who also travelled from Belgium with Paul in 1906, started a foundry at the left bank of 

the iron bridge, and in Licent’s opinion, manufactured some “fairly good” cooking pots. 

Please bear with me as share an abbreviated account of how I got my hands on Fr. 

Licent’s hefty volumes.  As a result of finding references to Paul Splingaerd in this work, I 

looked for it online.  It was not available at any local library, not even UCLA, where I had been 

fortunate to found Ferdinand von Richthofen’s Tagebücher aus China, along with its many 

passages on Paul.   

The closest facility that had the Licent books was UC Berkeley.  This was in 1999 and 

my older kids had graduated from there, so I knew my way around the campus from our many 

visits to the campus.  Andrew and Cynthia had already graduated, but fortuitously, our then 7th-

grade daughter, Christine, had just been accepted at a Johns Hopkins program at Berkeley for 

“gifted and talented high school students” so delivering her to Berkeley gave me a chance to 

borrow the book.  With my $80 “Friends of the Library” card in hand, I attempted to borrow the 

book, only to find out at the library desk that the book had been moved to the “Northern 

Regional Library Facility” or NRLF.  It is a storage facility located in Richmond about 7 miles 

north of Berkeley.  Mike had dropped me off at the library and taken Christine shopping for 

supplies, and I wondered how I would get there till I was told there was a shuttle that went up to 

the facility every hour, for the 25 minute ride to the Richmond facility.   

At the NRLF, I was allowed to read the oversized volumes in the reading room, which 

fortunately had large tables.  When I found mention in one of the volumes of the “Tchang” 

tobacco plantation, and reference to a picture of the plantation in the atlas, I found the maps with 

the photos, got quite excited, because it was the plantation of my paternal grandmother’s family.  

There was a standard copier in the room, but the oversized pages were going to be a problem.  

My two-hour window of library time was almost up, and I had to meet Mike in Berkeley.  It was 

in my pre-cell phone days, and we had agreed that we would meet in front of the library.  There 

was a lot of information in the books, and in the atlas.  Not knowing that books could be 
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removed from the facility, I asked the librarian, a pleasant redhead with a European accent how I 

could get copies made of the maps and pictures of my grandmother’s home.  She said matter-of-

factly, “Why don’t you take it home with you, and take them to a copy shop?”   I was overjoyed 

at this welcome awareness that I could take them home.  I checked them out, and seeing the atlas 

was nearly 22 inches long, and the 3 volumes of text were close in size, the librarian asked if I 

could manage them on the bus by myself.  I said I could because I knew I had to.  She gave me a 

large piece of brown paper to hold them together and I marched with my heavy and awkward 

bundled treasure to the shuttle stop.   

At home I pored over the books and copied pages I felt had useful information, took the 

atlas to have copies made of the large maps I was interested in, and when it was time to return 

the books, which I could do through UCLA, thankfully, I found I could not lift all 4 volumes.  

They were far too heavy.  In order to even carry them to the car I had to use a dolly, and used it 

to carry them from the parking structure to the UCLA research library desk.  I don’t know how I 

ever carried the books to the shuttle, and the only explanation was that the thought of not being 

able to carry them simply never got in the way of my bringing them home once I found out I 

could borrow them.  I‘m glad I did. 

 

“From Pekin To Sikkim Through The Ordos The Gobi Desert And Tibet” by Count de 

Lesdain 

Thanks to book-sharing enterprises like Project Gutenberg, Google Books and others, that make 

out-of-copyright books available to the public, I found more references to Paul, as in this book 

Jacques by Count de Lesdain, which is readable on line, or downloadable in its entirely:   

https://archive.org/details/frompekintosikki014806mbp or 

https://play.google.com/store/books/details?id=_uqLelw59isC&rdid=book-

_uqLelw59isC&rdot=1 

Paul is mentioned on page 135:  “While at Liang-chou we received the kindest hospitality from 

Mr. Splingaert, originally a Belgian, now a naturalized Chinaman.  He is one of the only 

Europeans I believe who has held for a long time an administrative post in the interior of China.  

He is a Mandarin of the red button, both civil and military, and has received the celebrated 

decoration of the ten thousand families.  That decoration is as follows:  When a mandarin, in 

https://archive.org/details/frompekintosikki014806mbp�
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charge of a great city, has satisfied the inhabitants by his honesty and good administration, a 

certain number of families, ten thousand, join in offering him three large parasols, to which are 

attached a number of small black and yellow silk streamers, one for each family, and inscribed 

with its name.  They also present to him a dress of black and yellow silk with inscriptions. The 

mandarin has the right to wear this dress at an audience of the Emperor, and thus prove to his 

master his qualities as a servant and officer.  

Another and much commoner mark of the esteem in which an officer is held is the hanging up in 

a small cage of wood at the entrance to the town, under the arch of the chief gate, of a pair of his 

shoes when he leaves the town. All who have visited Chinese cities must have noticed these 

cages.” 

 I believe the reasoning behind this practice is the belief that a person can’t go far without 

his shoes, so is likely to come back for them.  (A Chinese version of the Southern expression, 

“Y’all come back, ya hear?” 

 On page 137, “Liang-chou is also the principal site of the mining agents of King Leopold, 

who have been vainly trying to acquire mining concessions for years, with more perseverance 

than knowledge of the situation.”  This does not come across as a compliment to the efforts of 

the Belgians who introduced the mining efforts to the area. 

On the following page, mention of a former employee of Paul, Alashan, and even 

Obrotchieff (Obruchev): “While waiting at Liang-chou I did my best to improve the condition of 

my caravan camels. Many were hurt, and all very thin.  As I was constantly told that our caravan 

drivers were neither experienced nor clever enough to keep them healthy, I sent for a camel 

driver named Lao Yang from Liang-chou. He had a great reputation for his skill, and had served 

under Mr Splingaert on one of his many journeys, when he acted as secretary to Baron von 

Reichtoffen on his celebrated expedition.  

We happened to put up at the temple of Shi-lai-seu, or the temple dedicated to the man coming 

from the East. For the time that we had to spend in Liang-chou during our preparations for an 

expedition into the unknown Gobi, we preferred its rooms, recently whitewashed for the mining 

agents of the King of the Belgians, to an inn.  

We decided to leave our hospitable shelter for some days in order to push on a little into the 

north of Alashan. We wished to visit the old buried cities that used to flourish on the banks now 

deserted by the Yellow River. The river has often changed its course, being constantly divided 
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by the sands of the desert. We also intended (p. 70) to visit, on our way from the south, the 

temple of Aque-miao, at which the Russian explorer, Obrotchieff, spent some time on his way 

from the north-west.  

On page 95 Lesdain arrives at Fu ma fu, home of the king of Alashan.  References to 

Alashan are of interest to me for reasons will be covered in the next chapter.  

 

 “In the Footsteps of Marco Polo Being the Account of a Journey Overland from Simla to Pekin” 

by Clarence Dalrymple Bruce"  1907 

I first come across this book at the UCLA Research Library early when I embarked on 

the Paul project, and like other copyright-expired books, recently found available in e-book 

format.  It was published in 1907, a year after Paul died, so unless Dalrymple Bruce’s actual visit 

to the area took place place in 1905, the “Splingart” he refers to must have been his son 

Alphonse who adopted the honorific title of “Lin Ta-Jen” or Lin Da Ren, “Great Man Lin.” 

This brief mention of “Splingart” is on page 257:  “At Su-chou petroleum-oil is already 

worked under the superintendence of a gentleman who has for years served the Chinese 

Government. Mr Splingart is a Belgian by birth, but holds Chinese rank. Well known throughout 

the far West, Lin-Ta-Jen, to give him his Chinese name, is the right-hand man of the Viceroy, 

and it will be through his instrumentality that railways, mills, and such modern mechanical 

appliances as eventually find their way to this far-distant province, will owe their inception.” 
 

More Contemporary writings on Paul: 

Belgian historian Jo Gérard (1919 – 2006) included a chapter on Paul in his 1982 book, 

La grande aventure chinoise des belges.  Chapter XIV is entitled, “Un Belge, general chinois.”  

His seven pages are pretty much a shorter version of what Spae wrote in his 1986 volume, 

Mandarijn Paul Splingaerd  

What offered some information that I had not seen before was the chapter that followed 

the one on Paul.  Chapter XV is called “Les Seize belges du lointain Kansou (The Sixteen 

Belgians of Distant Kansou).”  Paul and his son Alphonse are given credit for being the non-

missionary elements that brought the Belgians to Gansu.  Among the Belgians mentioned are 

five Scheuts (Van Dyck, Otto, Hamer, Gueluy and Van Ostade), Muller, Geerts. Thysbaert, 
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Scaillet, De Deken, Coutelier, Gérard, Larbanois, Nique and Warentkamp34F

35.  This chapter offers 

insight into what the Europeans were doing there.  The Belgians of Lanzhou naturally formed 

their own little community, and many of them can be seen in the pictures of my aunt 

Philomene’s family album.  Aunt Philo was Alphonse’s middle daughter, and was born in 

Lanzhou.  The Splingaerds’ presence in that city in China’s far west facilitated the interaction 

between the local population and the Belgians.  Alphonse, particularly, served as interpreter and 

facilitator for communications between the governor and the men who came to participate in the 

introduction of western technology and infrastructure to the far western province of Gansu.  Four 

of the Belgian imports who had come to China as engineers, chemists, technicians, and an 

accountant, married Alphonse’s younger sisters, Pauline, Lucie, Catherine and Thérèse. 

Pictures of the little foreign community of Lanzhou can be seen in Aunt Philo’s and other 

family albums via Christian Goens’ site, http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-

pourbaix/Mandarijn/Documents/colonie/colonie.htm 

Gérard used basically the same 7 pages in his 1998 book, L'épopée des Flamandes et des 

Flamands.  In this book, Chapter 36 is entitled, “Un Flamand, general Chinois.”  

 

Forgotten Footsteps in Hidden Valleys 

This 2000 book by Koen de Ridder contains considerable information about Belgian king 

Leopold II’s involvement in China, using the Congo Free State as a front for his plans, and using 

the missionaries as agents.  It includes several mentions of Paul Splingaerd and his son 

Alphonse.   

It is understandable that as a loyal Belgian citizen, de Ridder would defend King Leopold 

II as “an ardent nineteenth century catholic who must be seen as a keen businessman/investor 

rather than “an evil, imperialist invader.”  It makes one wonder if De Ridder was aware of the 

millions of African lives and limbs lost in the king’s pursuit of profits.  It is possibly a sense of 

patriotism that accounts for his criticism of Paul Splingaerd because he did not go along with the 

king’s plots to exploit, in both senses of the word, the mineral riches of Gansu, as he had in the 

Congo.    

                                                 
35 I suspect this is a misspelling of the name of Chemical Engineer Robert Vahrenkampf who 
married Paul’s youngest daughter Thérèse.   
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This book confirms that the king was using the protected status of the Belgian 

missionaries to buy land for him in their own names, with funds issued not from him but from 

his “Congo Free State.”  Leopold basically bribed the missionaries with promises of a new 

seminary in Louvain, and financial assistance, to vet good investment opportunities for him in 

their mission territory and to prospect land around their missions for minerals.   

Although initially annoyed at disparaging remarks made by the author about Paul’s 

character, of his “posing” as a mandarin, and other inaccuracies about his personal life, I found 

these comments to be illustrative of how many Europeans regarded Paul, both in his own day, 

and even today.  Some of de Ridder’s statements were clearly made out of ignorance of Paul’s 

role in the Chinese communities he was active in, but I give de Ridder credit for presenting the 

actions of the king, his henchmen fresh from the Congo, and the role of the missionaries in a way 

that I could easily understand Paul’s reluctance to take part in the monarch’s plots.   

My own research into Paul’s life, which may not have been available to De Ridder at the 

time of his writing, showed that Paul was a loyal Belgian citizen, but that he also cared deeply 

for the interests of the Chinese.  He refused to comply blindly with orders given in the king’s 

name when he felt it might not be in the interest of both countries involved.  He was loyal to both 

Belgium and his adopted country.  

Because Paul went to China as a handyman for the priests, his countrymen, the priests 

included, forever regarded him as a mere servant, as a pawn to be moved around for their own 

benefit, even when he was high-ranking employee of the Chinese government.  A good example 

of this is on page 126: “… it was agreed that Splingaerd would stay at Lanzhou for at least 5 

years.”  There was no indication that Splingaerd took part in the agreement.  Spae’s book also 

devoted a chapter to how different factions of Leopold’s agents were giving Paul conflicting 

orders, and expressing anger when he did not behave as their stooge in defrauding the Chinese 

out of valuable land and rights.  Paul was willing to offer his services as guide and negotiator, 

but not as willing when he sensed deception. 

Here’s an example from page 136 of Forgotten Footsteps: “Splingaerd had been 

summoned to ‘put himself under command of Ledent as his task was to purchase the exploitation 

rights for the oil wells of Yumen.”   Splingaerd didn’t go, and I cannot blame him. 

Did Paul’s refusal to take part in the Belgians’ plots may play a part in the failure of the 

king to exploit the Chinese as he did the Congolese?  He may have been blamed for this by 
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some, but a major difference between Leopold’s target countries was that unlike central Africa, 

China had a central government, and Viceroy Li Hongzhang was just as shrewd a businessman 

as his Belgian majesty, and knew how to look after the interests of his own country and 

pocketbook. 

Since my original offence, I have written to Koen de Ridder to point out the inaccuracies, 

and have received a friendly reply, indicating that: “it has been such a long time since I wrote 

that article and it is very well possible that I made mistakes.” (e-mail of December 12, 2014) 

 

Philip Vanhaelemeersch 

It appears that this article I found online on 10/1//2014 was used by Philip 

Vanhaelemeersch was part of a presentation.  I like this entry because Philip has included some 

Chinese characters.    Philip is the person I give credit to for having Paul Splingaerd participate 

in the Shanghai Expo of 2012. (pictures above in “Posing with Paul” section.)  

http://www.slideshare.net/vanhaelemeersch/powerpoint-presentatie-kris-liebaut 

 

Paul Splingaerd - 林輔臣 From foundling to Belgian mandarin• Paul Splingaerd (Brussels, 

1842 - Xian, 1906) was a Belgian foundling who became a high official or mandarin in the late 

Qing government.• In China he was known by many names, including Lin Fuchen ( 林輔臣 ), Su 

Pe Lin Ge Er de ( 斯普林格尔德 ) , Lin Balu, Lin Baoluo, Bilishi Lin, Lin Darin or Lin Ta Jen.• 

While running a trading business in Mongolia (1872–1881), Paul was called by viceroy Li 

Hongzhang to serve as Customs Inspector at Jiuquan （酒泉） , Gansu province. During his 14 

years as a mandarin in Jiuquan, he ran the Small Pox clinic and fostered understanding and 

appreciation of westerners, their culture and technology.• Paul acted as a liaison on various 

Sino-Belgian projects in the late nineteenth century.• The best known are the negotiations for 

Belgium to build the first major railway in China, the Beijing-Hankou Railroad and the 

development of Belgian-Chinese enterprises in Lanzhou, capital of Gansu province.• In 2008 the 

city of Jiuquan, erected a statue in his honor. 
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From Wikipedia article on Lanzhou 

I was pleasantly surprised when I found mention of my great grandfather in the French 

Wikipedia article on Lanzhou in French http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lanzhou: 

En 1905, Paul Splingaerd, un mandarin chinois de haut rang de la fin de la dynastie 
Qing, d’origine belge, développe à une vitesse élevée l'économie du Gansu et 
principalement à Lanzhou. Il devient conseiller du vice-roi Peng. Avec lui il échafaude 
une série de projets en mettant en avant les possibilités offertes par la Belgique pour le 
développement du Gansu. Le vice-roi Peng l’envoie donc en Belgique (fin 1905) pour 
recruter les techniciens et ingénieurs capables de construire un pont, rechercher les 
minéraux, diriger des usines, etc. Une statue a été érigée en 2008 à Jiuquan (Gansu) 
en l’honneur de Paul Splingaerd (Lin Fuchen 林 脯臣 ), au titre de bienfaiteur historique 
de la ville. Il est considéré comme un des 100 héros nationaux que compte la Chine 
actuellement[réf. nécessaire]. 

I don’t know who wrote the entry, but thank you for the nice mention. 

It appears Paul got lost in the translation.  When I checked out the English language entry 

on Lanzhou (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lanzhou) not only was there no mention of Paul, they 

even got the information on the bridge wrong.  Not only do they ignore its historic significance 

as the first iron brige across the Yellow River by placing it under the heading of “Tourism,” and 

misname it, they say it was around since the Ming Dynasty! 
Tourism[edit] 

• The Five Spring Mountain Park（五泉山公园）was built at the northern side of Gaolan Mountain, is 
famous for its five springs and several Buddhist temples. 

• The Yellow River Bridge(黄河铁桥) has connected the transport hub of Lanzhou to the mainland and 
northwest since the Ming dynasty when people began to envisage such a crossing to conquer the 
Yellow River . 

•  
 

Here’s a nice reference to Paul from St. Louis University in the Phillippines:  
http://www.slu.edu.ph/index.php/features/cicm150/213-pioneer-cicm-lay-missionary-and-benefactor 

 

Will close this chapter with a reminder that Wikipedia articles on Paul are available in 

English, French, Italian and Dutch.   

http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lanzhou�
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Splingaerd�
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aide:R%C3%A9f%C3%A9rence_n%C3%A9cessaire�
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Lanzhou&action=edit&section=8�
http://www.slu.edu.ph/index.php/features/cicm150/213-pioneer-cicm-lay-missionary-and-benefactor�
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Chapter 14 – Notable Individuals in the Picture 
Although Paul spent a good deal of time wandering the Mongolian grasslands, and 

traversed the country many times alone by horseback, his 41 years in China, Mongolia and 

Central Asia were not spent in isolation.  Despite the fictitious Antares version of him mentioned 

above, most people who wrote of their encounters with Paul tell of a friendly, fun-loving and 

hospitable personality.  From knowing virtually nothing about him in 1994, I feel fortunate to 

have found at least minimal information linking him with notable personalities of his time.   

The Prince of Alashan 

Spae’s book on Paul mentions the prince a few times, but it was not clear just who he 

was, beyond being a friend of Paul’s.  One mention was that the prince so liked the church that 

Paul and Verlinden built in Siyinzi that he wanted one built in his own kingdom.  I don’t know if 

that church ever materialized. 

The prince is also mentioned in the diary of a young Belgian, Alfred Blondel, who, 

through missionaries, met Paul when he was fur trader, and traveled with him for three weeks in 

1879.35F

36 

Here is the excerpt of Blondel’s entry for May 8th mentioning the prince coming to visit 

Paul in Beijing: 

Today, Frs. De Boeck and Kissel leave for Mongolia. 
Splingaerd has business that keeps him in Beijing, but proposes to accompany me in a 
few days to the Great Wall. 
Prince Alashan-Wan, brother of the king of Mongolia, is coming to visit my companion. 
He is accompanied by a secretary and a large mounted escort. 
Although I cannot understand a word of conversation, I think that Prince does not appear 
to be hostile to the Europeans and seems like a pleasant fellow. 
Some of the soldiers escorting him, who stood first at the door, finally enter the room and 
at the end of the visit, some of them are sitting on the sofas. 
There are between senior Chinese officials and their subordinates a curious mixture of 
haughtiness and camaraderie. 
After his visitor’s departure, S. informs me that the prince has another brother who is a 
living Buddha.  We know that Buddhists give this name to a few characters elevated to 

                                                 
36 The story of how I happened to get my hands on the diary of Alfred Blondel can be found here: 
http://www.splingaerd.net/blondel/blondel_with_pix_asm.html 
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divinity. 
The King of Mongolia has to marry a daughter of the Emperor of China, and the present 
king is married to a daughter of Prince Kang. 
… 

A different source, 36F

37The Complete Yule-Cordier Edition of The Travels of Marco Polo, 

contains this footnote about the Si-wang, or Western Prince of Alashan: “…the sister of this 

prince married a son of Prince Tuan, the chief of the Boxers.” 

 

If both statements are true, there was certainly a lot of intermarriage between the two kingdoms 

during Paul’s days!  I was not able to find any internet reference to the marriages mentioned here, but did 

learn that the ruling Manchu family considered it preferable to marry a Mongolian to marrying a person 

of Han ethnicity, so it is probable. 

With the finest quality camel hair and cashmere coming from the Alashan region, it is likely that 

Paul traveled to that kingdom during his fur trading days.   

Just as Paul had ways of communicating with distant oasis towns in Central Asia during his days 

as the Customs Inspector in th border town, it is likely the Prince used similar modes of communication to 

keep up on news of his Belgian friend throughout the years, as there is reference to the prince hearing 

about Paul’s plight while conducting a group of Belgian engineers out of reach of the Boxer insurgents, 

and knew exactly where to find Paul and his group on their trek northward, and supplied them with fresh 

horses, camels and provisions to get them safely to the Russian border. 

*** 

On January 27 of that same year, Scheut Provincial, Lauwaert wrote to Scheut: 

Governor Wei arrived by cart [in Lanzhou], accompanied by only six men.  He was 
cheered wherever he went.  He is still encouraging the people to work their land and not 
to plant opium.  As Paul would say, Crocodile tears.  Speaking of Splingaerd, Catherine 
is very worried because even though he promised, he has not yet sent a telegram from 
Urga.  Could he have traveled to Europe with Fivé?  He should have been here long ago.  
Word here is that he was announced at Fou-ma-fou [HQ of the prince of Alashan] and 
that the (Mongolian) king sent an escort to meet him.  I doubt it.  We hope never to see 
your Belgians here in Kansu again.  If only they were only like Mr. Wittamer!  But far 
from it!  Messrs. Fivé and Ledent behaved well and did not set any bad example for our 
Christian converts.  They were a little strict, but that can be forgiven in men who are used 

                                                 
37 (https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/p/polo/marco/travels/), the unabridged third edition (1903) 
of Henry Yule’s annotated translation, as revised by Henri Cordier; together with Cordier’s later 
volume of notes and addenda (1920) 

https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/p/polo/marco/travels/�
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to military discipline.  But the others behaved badly according to Catherine's maid, and 
wanted to play the jackass for all of China to see. 
*** 

My search continues for more information on this intriguing friend of my great grandfather.   
 

 
Figure 163  Picture from Pauline Muller's album of Paul with a Krupp cannon, and men of varied ethnicity. 

(Photo courtesy of Robert Muller) 
 

Except for Paul in the mandarin hat, we have no certainty of the identities of the other 

people in this picture from Pauline Muller’s album, but the turbaned fellow next to Paul, in the 

middle wih his left hand on a sword struck me as being of noble bearing.  The turbaned and 

uniformed men around him might be part of his entourage, and mention of the prince in 

Blondel’s diary mention he traveled with a large number of servants.  If not his friend the prince 

of Alashan, then it was another personage of status from Central Asia. 

The tall soldier is probably a Belgian, but probably not Wittamer, as the pictures of him 

in La mission du Commandant A. Wittamer en Chine (1898-1901)37F

38 by André Lederer show a 

                                                 
38 This book is downloadable in its entirety, if you wish to see the picture. 
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man of shorter stature, even though the uniform is the same.  The shorter civilian in the hat is not 

identified either.  

Gustav Detring 

This picture from Pauline Muller’s family album shows a man surrounded by the younger 

children of Paul and Catherine.  I’m betting he is “Uncle Gustav.”  Gustav Detring was the 

German who played a part in important moves in Paul’s life in China.   

 

Figure 164. Gustav Detring with Paul's kids in another picture from the album of Pauline Muller, who is 
standing at rightin this picture taken c. 1896. L-R in the back are Catherine, Lucie, Detring, Anna, Pauline.  

Seated are Jean-Baptiste and Thérèse. 

Paul probably met Detring in 1868, after Paul left the employment of the missionaries at 

Xiwanzi, and moved to Beijing.  Paul found work as a constable at the Prussian Legation there 

where another former Scheut mission lay employee, Laurent Franzenbach also worked at the 

time.  Detring could have been the person who recommended Paul to Ferdinand von Richthofen 

to serve as his guide and interpreter on his explorations of China, as they were not unjnown to 

each other, and the baron mentions a meeting with Detring in his Tagebücher aus China. 
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Gustav Detring was born in Germany the same year as Paul, but under better 

circumstances.  He came to China a year before Paul did, to work for the Imperial Maritime 

Customs.  Besides being the man who recommended that Li Hongzhang hire Paul for the 

position of Customs Inspector in China’s far west, Detring has other notable accomplishments.  

He and the British Inspector of the Imperial Maritime Customs, Robert Hart, established a 

modern postal service as a branch of the Customs operation, and he was a primary shareholder of 

the Astor Hotel in Tianjin, one of the first in China to have electric lights and telephones.   

History books usually refer to Detring principally as the trusted advisor to powerful 

viceroy Li Honzhang, on matters dealing with foreigers and foreign governments but he had a 

large role in the development of Tientsin, as Tianjin was called by foreigners then.   

Detring’s name comes up again in Spae’s book after Paul’s Customs post in Jiuquan 

came to an end.  His boss, Viceroy Li, was a controlling power behind the Kaiping mines (and 

most other important enterprises in China), and Detring recommended that Paul be posted at that 

mining venture that involved British, American as well as Belgian directors.  I don’t know if 

Paul spent enough time at the mines near Tianjin to have met the American Engineer, Herbert 

Hoover  who later became the 31st president of the USA.  Due to unusual circumstances, Mr. 

Hoover actually owned the coal mines for a while.   

Detring lived in the city where I was born, at about the time my grandparents lived there, 

and they probably knew the Detring family.  Desmond Power38F

39, author of Little Foreign Devil, 

whose family also lived in the British Concession, told me his mother had been invited to the 

wedding of one of Detring’s daughters, who married Constantin von Hanneken, a German who 

served as military adviser to Li Hongzhang.  Their marriage took place at our parish church, St. 

Louis, in the French Concession. 

                                                 
39 Desmond’s family was friends with my Dad’s (Splingaerd) family and Mum’s 

(Anderson).  Besides his books, he is a blogger of things relating to Tientsin. 
https://www.scribd.com/doc/56462030/The-Power-of-Books-for-an-Old-Tientsin-Hand. 
https://www.scribd.com/sishaoye.  I recommend reading them for insights into our families. 
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Figure 165 Gustav Detring portrait that hangs at Tianjin’s Astor Hotel, of which Mr. Detring was a major 
shareholder. 

Li Hongzhang 

Paul’s and Detring’s boss, Viceroy Li Hongzhang, was the most powerful non-Manchu in 

the Qing government.  In learning about Li, I found it amusing that he considered himself a 

scholar and a poet, but the reputation that has seared itself into history books is that of his being 

the ruthless general who alienated British mercenary Charles George “Chinese” Gordon of the 

“Every Victorious Army” by violating a promise Gordon had made to spare the lives of some 

Taiping princes who had surrendered after the battle of Suzhou, at the end of the Taiping 

Rebellion.  Li invited the princes for dinner, and had them beheaded39F

40.   

Li was as shrewd a businessman as King Leopold, and became one of the wealthiest men 

in China by spearheading many projects, and getting a cut of every major enterprise in the 

empire.  He was also head of the Zongli Yamen, China’s foreign Affairs ministry, one of the 

leaders of the Self Strengthening movement 40F

41(自尔運動), signer of important contracts with 

foreign governments, including the treaty that ended the Boxer Revolt.   

Li was Paul’s benefactor and friend, the person who appointed Paul to serve as the 

customs inspector at China’s western frontier.  Li was aware of Paul’s explorations with 

Richthofen to look for minerals and expecially coal in China, and felt he could use someone with 

this background to continue vetting out the mineral resources of the far west in 1882, after the 
                                                 
40 One source is Sterling Seagrave,’s Dragon Lady (New York: Knopf, 1992), page 114. 
41 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-Strengthening_Movement  
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Treaty of St. Petersburg was signed with Russia.  This appointment is what made Paul a civil 

servant of the government, a position that foreigners refer to as “mandarin.”  

While stationed at Jiuquan, Paul undertook various missions into Xinjiang at Li’s 

direction, presumably for prospecting missions.  Paul’s eldest daughter wrote about how she and 

her siblings would sometimes accompany their father on prospecting missions.41F

42   

Li recognized the value of Western technology, and was one of the strongest proponents 

of China’s modernization movement.  He was determined that China would never again be 

subject to the humiliating military defeats during the Opium Wars, and wanted his country to be 

able to benefit from western technology and knowledge to be able to maintain a position of 

prominence in the world.  Under him institutes of higher learning were established, western 

technology and science was welcomed, the modern postal system was established with the active 

participation of the Imperial Customs Service, whose administrators were from the west.  It was 

under Li that Chinese boys were sent to the US and Europe to be educated.  One of those boys 

sent to the US when he was 12, was Liang Wu Ho, who returned to China when the program was 

abruptly terminated, and went on to hold many high positions in the government, including that 

of Minister of Foreign affairs.  Why am I mentioning Liang Wu Ho, also known as MT Liang? 

Because his son, Uncle Tommy Liang, married one of Paul’s granddaughters, Alphonse’s 

youngest daughter, Hortense.  Uncle Tommy, like his father, studied in the US, but not under the 

China Education Mission program, which ended in 1881.  

One of Paul’s meetings with Li Hongzhang has been recounted in other publications, 

including Frochisse’s La Belgique et la Chine, on page 125 of my own book, The Belgian 

Mandarin, and somewhat inaccurately in Han Suyin’s Crippled Tree.  It was the occasion of 

Paul bringing Belgian representative Count Charles d’Ursel to meet with Li to negotiate new 

terms for the contract between the two countries for the Railroad between Beijing and Hankou.  

The revised negotiations with the Chinese government include provisions that the 

railroad be completed in 3 years, and that to speed things up, construction should begin 

simultaneously at both the capital and the southern city of Hankou (like the interontinentental 

railway in the US in1869).  The Belgians wanted to work in some provisions as well, like the 

option of extending the railroad from Hankou to Canton after the first stretch was completed.  

When both sides seemed happy with the results, Li agreed to the agreement, and had the Chinese 

                                                 
42 Document sent to me by the archivist of the Auxilitrices in Paris in 1996.  
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Foreign Ministry approve the terms.  The following excerpt is from page 125 of The Belgian 

Mandarin: 

As prescribed by traditional protocol, Paul sent his large red calling card to 
Viceroy Li Hongzhang to request a meeting.  Paul and Count d’Ursel were 
cordially received. Despite the royal treatment given to Li as a guest of King 
Leopold in 1896, Li apparently needed more convincing of the value of dealing 
with Belgium, especially since he was now being approached by larger countries 
for the same contract.  When presented with d’Ursel’s proposal, he asked, “You 
Belgians represent such a minuscule country.  Why should I bother dealing with 
you?”  Paul was quick with his propitiously phrased response, “Precisely, Your 
Excellency, you can compare Belgium to the jewel you wear on your mandarin 
hat; that stone may be tiny, but it is of great value. So it is with my country.” Li 
agreed to hear them out, but not without another pointed barb when Count d’Ursel 
presented himself as a plenipotentiary of the Congo. Li was well aware of the true 
identity of the face behind the Congo mask and could not resist telling d’Ursel 
with feigned surprise, “You tell me you represent a black nation, yet you’re not 
black at all!” 

 Shortly after renegotiating terms of the Beijing Hankou Railroad contract to the 

satisfaction of both sides, Li invited the Belgian engineer Armand Rouffart (1852-1909) to visit 

the banks of the continuously flooding Yellow River in an area in Shandong that had been hard 

hit by another disastrous flood.  Li requested Paul’s presence for the excursion.   

The Yellow River (Huang He), often called the Cradle of Chinese Civilization, is also 

known as the “scourge of the children of Han” for the many times it devastated vast swatches of 

land along its banks.  According to Wikipedia, the river has flooded 1,593 times in last 3,000-

4,000 years, while its main course changed 18 times and created some of the highest death tolls 

in Chinese history.  The river is 4,500 kilometers long and provides water to nine provinces.  The 

more than 100 million people who lived along the banks of the river are in constant danger of 

being flooded, despite many dikes having been built along its shores.  In September of 1887, 

after a period of drought, weeks of heavy rain killed more than a million people when the river 

burst its banks and destroyed 1,500 villages.  This disaster was among others that played a role in 

the Boxer uprisings, as the droughts, floods, famines and the continued tributes exacted from the 

devastated areas were among the things blamed on the barbarian invaders from the west.   

Li wanted to apply Western technology to the task of controlling the banks of the river 

and at the same time explore ways of making the river more navigable in the Henan region. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_history�
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Rouffart went to China at the end of 1897 after building successful railroad enterprises in Spain, 

France, and Russia.  He was sent by the “Compagnie générale des Chemins de fer de Chine, and 

helped build the Tientsin Tramways, where Dad worked.  Rouffart wrote a 12-page report (The 

Yellow river: report presented to the throne on the part of the river situated below 

Chinanfu) on his observations of the “Hwang Ho,” but it is not clear if he was able to come up 

with a permanent solutions to the flooding, as even in recent years there have been reports of 

devastatingfloods.    

 Li was an impressive and interesting man whose handprint is on much that happened in 

late nineteenth century China.   
 

King Leopold II of Belgium 

 

Figure 166 King Leopold II of Belgium 
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When Paul left for China in 1865, Leopold II was still the Duke of Brabant.  It was not 

until December of that year that he was crowned the second king of Belgium.   

Perhaps what Leopold II is most known (and reviled) for is being the sole proprietor of 

what he called the “Congo Free State,” or “l’Etat Indépendant du Congo.”  As observed earlier, 

the German geographer he guided around China for nearly 4 years, Baron Ferdinand von 

Richthofen, played a part in the formation of the Congo, and in the Kings’s plans to exploit 

China’s mineral riches. 

Richthofen’s work on finding mineral resources in China was familiar to Leopold, and 

influenced the king’s decision to include the eminent geologist among the carefully picked 

guests to his Brussels Geographic Conference.  Acording to Wikipedia,  “The Brussels 

Geographic Conference was held in Brussels Belgium in 1876 at the request of King Leopold II 

of Belgium. At the conference were invited nearly forty well-known experts, mainly they were 

schooled in the geographic sciences or were wealthy philanthropists. Before the guests returned 

to their respective countries, they voted to establish the International African Association. This 

initiative would in the end pave the way for the creation of Congo Free State.” 

It is unknown if the king was aware of Richthofen’s guide and interpreter on his 

explorations of China, but he eventually tried to use Paul’s position as a Chinese civil servant to 

buy land in Gansu using his own name, but with his highness’ funds for the king’s purposes of 

developing mining and commercial ventures.  The missionaries were agents of the king, and 

disappointed that Paul did not go along with the king’s schemes.   

When Paul felt convinced that both China and Belgium would benefit, he was a more 

willing participant, as he was when he got involved in the negotiations for a better contract 

between Belgium and the China, for the construction of a railroad. 

More than 20 years after Paul gained mandarin status for his service to the imperial 

government as a Customs official in the Western province of Gansu, King Leopold asked him to 

assist in the negotiations between China and Belgium for the construction of the railroad from 

Beijing to Hankou.  The original delegates sent were a couple of haughty Congo officers, 

Dufourny and Walin, who considered themselves to be above Chinese protocol, and offended the 

official from whom they was trying to get the agreement by insisting on entering the official's 

yamen through the main gate reserved for the mandarin only.   After the arrogant Belgians were 

kept waiting many hours after announcing he will not leave till the paper was signed, the Chinese 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brussels�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belgium�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leopold_II_of_Belgium�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leopold_II_of_Belgium�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philanthropist�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_African_Association�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Congo_Free_State�
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official came out, made some brushmarks on the proffered paper, and had the emissaries escorted 

out.  Dufourny exulted in a dispatch to the king that his document had been signed.  Later that 

evening he learns from a colleague who could read Chinese that the brushstrokes on the 

document contained neither a signature nor a date.  This amusing anecdote can be found on 

pages 280 and 281 of J-M Frochisse’s La Belgique et La Chine. 

Paul was asked by King Leopold’s representative in China, Mr. Franqui, stationed in 

Hankou, to accompany the replacement envoy, D'Ursel to accomplish what Dufourny was not 

able to do.  Paul's familiarity with Chinese customs and his command of the langage proved 

successful.  He and d’Ursel were received cordially by the viceroy, and managed to achieve the 

desired results.  

A few months later, Paul was presented with a medal and a certificate indicating that he 

has been made a "Chevalier de l'Ordre de la Couronne"  (knight of the Order of the Crown) in 

recognition for his role in the negotiations.  The medal was accompanied by an impressive-

looking document that announcing that Leopold, King of the Congo, had named him "Attaché 

for the Congo in China". The medal and the new title thrilled Paul.  

Although the family was proud that our ancestor was awarded a medal by the king, as I 

mentioned at the beginning of this volume, I never knew what it was recognizing.  My research 

revealed the reason eventually, but after reading about what Leopold II did in the Congo, and 

learned that he hoped to do the same in China, I admit the medal and certificate diminished 

somewhat in my esteem.   
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Figure 167 Certificate that accompanied the medal making Paul a "Chevalier de l'Ordre de la Couronne." 
("Knight of the Order of the Crown") 
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Passages in Spae’s book and others42F

43 show that while Paul was reluctant to be a front to 

buy mineral-rich or commercially valuable property in his own name for the King’s purposes, 

the Belgian missionaries that Paul had been so devoted to, were more cooperative.  As 

missionaries, by terms of a number of the “Unequal Treaties43F

44” they were granted the right to 

purchase prime real estate for the purpose of building churches, hospitals, hospices, residences, 

schools, cemeteries, etc.  The king’s funds were filtered through an organism he created, “The 

Congo Free State” 

The king’s ventures into China did not come close to reaping the wealth he garnered from 

his African colony, but the patriotic Belgian missionaries in China did try to help.  They were 

able to buy real estate for turning into lucrative investments by the king, but China and Africa 

who are close partners in the 21st century, were worlds apart in culture and development in the 

19th century, so the approaches that worked in Africa did not work in China.  For more insights 

on King Leopold’s activities in Africa, read Adam Hochschild’s Leopold’s Ghost.  My 

comments on meeting Adam Hochschild and on his book are above in “Leopold’s shadow.”   

 

                                                 
43 An English language report is provided by Koen de Ridder in his article, “Congo in Gansu,” 
included in the book he edited in 200, Footsteps in Deserted Valleys. (De Ridder’s article also 
contains unflattering remarks about Paul Splingaerd, based on lack of knowledge of Paul beyond 
what the missionaries knew.) 
44 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unequal_treaty for a description and list of the treaties. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unequal_treaty�
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Thomas G. Allen, Jr., and William L Sachtleben 

These gentlemen provide my favorite account of an encounter with Paul while he was 

stationed as a Customs Inspector in Jiuquan, in China’s far western border with Russia.  I learned 

about them from reading Vladimir Nabokov’s reference to these two young American cyclists in 

his book, The Gift (see reference above).  I looked for their work online, and found a reprint of 

their original 1894 illustrated volume, Across Asia on  Bicycle.   

Thomas Allen and William Sachtleben had just graduated from college, and decided to 

ride across Asia on their new bicycles as a way of increasing their knowledge of this world. They 

first hear the name of “Lin Darin” a day before they made it to Su-chou (Suzhou).  This screen 

shot was taken of the Project Gutenberg online publication of Allan and Sachtleben’s book 

 

Figure 168 http://www.gutenberg.org/license).Thomas Gaskell Allen; William Lewis Sachtleben. Across Asia 
on a Bicycle (Kindle Location 2331). 

 

Here is the account of their encounter with Lin darin in their own words, giving me a 

glimpse of Paul’s life in Jiuquan: “We were now past another long anticipated land-mark, and 

before us, far down in the plain, lay the city of Su-chou, which, as the terminal point of the 

Chinese telegraph-line, would bring us again into electric touch with the civilized world. But 

between us and our goal lay the Edzina river, now swollen by a recent freshet. We began to wade 

cautiously through with luggage and wheels balanced on our shoulders. But just at that moment 

we perceived, approaching from the distance, what we took to be a mounted Chinese mandarin, 
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and his servant leading behind him two richly caparisoned and riderless horses. At sight of us 

they spurred ahead, and reached the opposite bank just as we passed the middle of the stream. 

The leader now rose in his stirrups, waved his hat in the air [pg 193]and shouted, in clear though 

broken English, “Well, gentlemen, you have arrived at last!” To hear our mother tongue so 

unexpectedly spoken in this out-of-the-way part of the world, was startling. This strange 

individual, although clad in the regular mandarin garb, was light-complexioned, and had an 

auburn instead of a black queue dangling from his shaven head. He grasped us warmly by the 

hand as we came dripping out of the water, while all the time his benevolent countenance fairly 

beamed with joy. “I am glad to see you, gentlemen,” he said. “I was afraid you would be taken 

sick on the road ever since I heard you had started across China. I just got the news five minutes 

ago that you were at Kiayu-kuan, and immediately came out with these two horses to bring you 

across the river, which I feared would be too deep [pg 194]and swift for you. Mount your ponies, 

and we will ride into the city together.”  Thomas Gaskell Allen; William Lewis Sachtleben. 

Across Asia on a Bicycle (Kindle Locations 1877-1885). 

 

The young men find out that he was the mysterious “Ling Darin” who since their arrival 

into China, had been sending servants to the Chinese villages they arrived at to guide them to 

appropriate inns.  He had been monitoring their progress throughout their passage through China 

and now that they were safely in his city, he took care of them with generous hospitality.   This 

included lending him is own garments while he had theirs boiled, treating them to meals served 

with western utensils, even coffee served with condensed milk.   

Their account of their time chez Lin made me chuckle at their admiration of the “buxom 

twins” who later in their lives became nuns.   

The map below from their book shows where Su-chow is on their remarkable bicycle 

journey that took them to Beijing and a meeting with Li Hongzhang. 
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Figure 169  Map of the route taken by American cyclists Sachtleben and Allen, from their copyright-expired 
book.  They met Paul at the red-circled city of "Su-chow." (Suzhou) 
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Vladimir Obruchev 

The explorer and later science fiction writer Vladimir Afanasyevich Obruchev44F

45 was a 

young man of about 30 when he arrived at Paul’s yamen in 1893.  As a member of the Rusian 

Geological Society, he was part of the Grigory Potanin expedition, and was on his way to 

explore the Nanshan (Qilian) mountans in northern Gansu.  He spent three weeks at the 

Splingaerd yamen.  He later wrote a book about his explorations, Ot Kyahkty do Kuldzi, 

Travelling to Central Asia and China and devoted chapter 8 to his time with Paul and his family.  

Although I knew about the existence of this book, I did not find it until after my book was 

published.   

 

Figure 170. Vladimir Afanasyevich Obruchev wrote of time spent with Paul during his travels with the 
Grigory Potanin expedition 

At the 2008 Ottenburg family reunion, one of the attendees was my second cousin 

Dominic Bowen.   Dominic’s Russian-speaking friend, Olesya Kerridge, was kind enough to find 

and translate into English the chapter devoted to Paul.  When I received the translation, I was 

intrigued to find in it a picture of a pretty girl in formal Chinese garb, carrying a fan.  The 
                                                 
45 http://russia-ic.com/people/general/o/382 
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caption identified the subject as “a daughter of Lin.”  This intrigued me since from my years of 

research I had become fairly familiar with the faces of my grandfather and his siblings, hers was 

one that I did not recognize.  I had to allow for the young lady to be the daughter, Suzanne, who 

died in Shanghai of cholera shortly after going to that city to be educated by Catholic nuns.  She 

would have been 17 at the time of her death.   

 

Figure 171.  Splingaerd’s daughter in her festive gown with a fan 

 

 Obruchev, the future science fiction writer, was interested in many things beyond 

mountains and loess.  He asked Paul to bring him to a school and a prison, among other things, 

and filled chapter 8 of his book with his experiences in Paul’s city, including a description of the 

traditional Chinese banquet Paul held in his honor, down to the cricket fights.   

I had the impression that Obruchev’s account of his Asian travels was a fairly rare book, 

and did not think I would ever get my hands on my own copy till 2014 when I was contacted via 

e-mail by a young man in Russia, Ilya Chubarov, who had come across some passages on 

Obruchev in my book.  He was involved with producing a documentary on Obruchev’s 
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explorations in China, and wondered if we could exchange books—a copy of The Belgian 

Mandarin for a copy of Ot Kyahkty do Kuldzi.  

The exchange took place, and I was happy to have the picture of the young lady I 

assumed was Suzanne, and an outdoor shot of Paul and Catherine in formal robes, sitting in front 

of the tribute canopy given to them by the citizens of Jiuquan, seemingly the same one that is in 

the now-famous family portrait taken in Shanghai, in which Suzanne is missing. 

 

 

Figure 172.   Scan of photo from Obruchev's book 

 

 The caption, “Сплингерд с женой у дВерей своего ямына” translates to “Splingerd 

with his wife at the entrance to his yamen.”  For some reason the image is reversed in the book, 

and the Chinese characters are backwards.  The setting bears a resemblance to the setting of a 

picture from Spae’s book.   
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Figure 173.   Photo from Spae's Mandarijn Paul Splingaerd, facing page 71, shows Paul and Catherine in the 
same setting. 

 

My recent acquisition of Obruchev’s book containing the picture taken in front of Paul’s 

yamen, in combination with the picture from Spae’s book above, give me a better idea of why 

Spae’s book refers to Paul’s home in Suzhou/Jiuquan as a “palace” in quoting Fr. van Koot after 

visiting Paul at his yamen.  The painting of a yamen found in Wikipedia (see chapter on 

“Bringing Paul back to Jiuquan” gives an idea that there really could be room for a residential 

courtyard, offices in another, servants’ quarters, a kitchen courtyard, stables, and anything else a 

government official might need.   

The Chinese have appointed Splingaerd to the position of Head of Customs in Suzhou, 
and have installed him in a palace, where this good Catholic has built a chapel.  Thanks 
to his rank, his high income and his pleasant character, he is enjoying the greatest 
appreciation of the people and the magistrates.  In the eyes of the Chinese, he is the most 
fortunate man on earth.  Judge for yourself!  A palace, high wages, almost nothing to do, 
and on his mandarin headgear, a blue bead, and a peacock feather, gifts from the 
emperor!   To top this off, this lucky mortal soul married a Catholic girl from our Holy 
Childhood Institute, and heaven has given him eleven children who combine Chinese 
attractiveness with a European love of life. 

Van Koot’s letter continues, and gives some insight into one of Paul’s personality traits: 

Naturally, no one, no matter how great, is without his flaws.  Our good Paul has a large 
fault:  he gives away money too freely.  This has often gotten him into embarrassing 
situations.  Now that he is in a more stable position, it is his good wife, Catherine, who 
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holds the purse strings.  Dear Paul laughs at this, but lets her hold them.  After all it is in 
the interest of a secure future for their offspring. 

The letter also mentions how Paul was able to use his position as mandarin to help his 

missionary friends in their passage to their mission post in Xinjiang: 

At his request the authorities at Suzhou gave us tags for our luggage, which exempted 
them from inspections and customs duties for the rest of our journey.  This was very 
valuable help because the customs officials here are many and very exacting.  At the sight 
of the mandarin seal and the large dragon with a long tail, the cerberuses bowed and let 
us pass. (Missions 1891, p. 560, and 1893, p. 318) 

 

Figure 174  This large red seal is of the type Paul would have used, as the Manchu writing on the left was 
typical of the seals used on documents issued by the Qing government.   

 

 The picture Obruchev took of Paul and Catherine in front of their yamen does show it to 

be a fairly grandiose affair.   

 Before we leave Obruchev, I have to present another reference to him.  In my book the 

picture I used of him was not of the young man who stayed with Paul, but a much older 

Obruchev.  I hoped to find an earlier picture of him, and in June of 2014 I came across one at this 

site:  http://www.russkaya-fantastika.eu/archive/2013/10/20/un-portrait-ancien-de-vladimir-

obroutchev-5200895.html.  

http://www.russkaya-fantastika.eu/archive/2013/10/20/un-portrait-ancien-de-vladimir-obroutchev-5200895.html�
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Figure 175.  Young Obruchev in photo on left, bears a remarkable resemblance to the man identified as 
Alfred Blondel with Paul, associated with a diary about travels in China. 

 

 The fellow in the photo looked somewhat familiar to me, so I went through my many 

pictures relating to Paul, and was struck by his resemblance to the young man identified as 

Alfred Blondel in a picture that accompanied the diary of a Belgian man who met Paul when he 

was a fur trader in Mongolia, and traveled with him for three weeks from Beijing to Mongolia.  

Blondel met Paul in 1879, and it was not until 1882 that Paul became a mandarin so judging 

from the mandarin hat and rich garb, it is more likely to have been taken with Obruchev than 

Blondel.  The diary entries that refer to time with Paul do not mention any picture-taking session, 

and Obruchev/Obroutchieff mentioned traveling with to cameras.  

 Christian Goens received the diary from Blondel’s great granddaughter,  Martine 

Bouquelle of Brussels, and shares the diary in his website, www.goens-pourbaix.be.  I have 

added the English translation to the Splingaerd.net website my husband created, when we 

received the diary a few years ago: 

http://www.splingaerd.net/blondel/blondel_with_pix_asm.html 

What to you think?  E-mail me at anne@splingaerd.net. 

 

http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/�
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Sven Hedin 

Remember Ferdinand von Richthofen?  After returning to Germany, he taught geology in 

Berlin, and one of his students was a Swede named Sven Hedin.  Mr. Hedin took extensive trips 

through Asia, and wrote books about them.  His geology professor advised him to look to Paul 

Splingaert for guide services, but by the time Hedin went looking for Paul’s services, he was 

already a mandarin, and too busy to wander the country with Hedin, as he had with Richthofen.  

Hedin was not able to contact Paul initially, but did refer to him in one of his books.   

 University of Washington history professor, Daniel Waugh, a director of the Silk Road 

Foundation referred me to mention of Paul in Hedin’s 2-volume Through Asia published in 

1898: 

Shi Darin was deeply interested in my travels, and asked me hosts of questions. 
When I told him about my disastrous journey across the Takla-makan Desert he exclaimed 
loudly, and was ready to throw himself on my neck. “Oh, and so that was you! I was in 
Khotan at the time; nothing else was talked about but your unfortunate journey. Ling 
Darin told me about you, and we both hoped to have met you in Khotan.” 

The said Ling Darin was no less a person than Paul Splingaert, a Belgian, who had 
spent some thirty years of his life in China, and who for four years acted as interpreter to 
Baron von Richthofen in his travels through that country. He was now an influential 
mandarin in Su-chow, having become virtually a Chinaman, and married a Chinese wife; 
by her he had eleven children, of whom several were then being educated in a Roman 
Catholic mission-school at Shanghai. 

Splingaert and Shi Darin had been sent by the governor-general at Urumchi to make 
a journey of inspection through East Turkestan, more particularly to inquire into the 
existence of gold in the mountains on the southern borders of the country. Thus they were 
staying in Khotan at the same time that I was wandering about the forests of Buksem. 
When they reached Kashgar I had just started for the Pamirs; and when I returned to 
Kashgar in the autumn they had already left. I had a great wish to meet Splingaert, as I 
was the bearer of greetings to him from Baron von Richthofen. But we did not meet until a 
year later, when I found him at the Russian embassy in Peking. He was then on the point 
of settling in Tien-tsin, having been appointed to an important position there through the 
recommendation of Li Hung Shang [Li Hongzhang]. . . And his [Shi Darin’s] 
acquaintance with Splingaert, and association with him in their long journey, had 
strengthened his prepossessions in favor of Europeans. 

*** 
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Carl Gustaf Emil Mannerheim 

Although he arrived in China shortly after Paul died, Carl Gustaf Emil Mannerheim 

should be mentioned here even though he and Paul never actually met.  He was definitely 

notable as he was a Finnish war hero who became the sixth president of Finland (1944-1946).   

 Mannerheim mentions Paul in a few passages in his book, Across Asia from West to East 

in 1906-1908, and did meet Uncle Alphonse during his stay in Lanzhou.  This picture is from 

that 1940 book, and shows Uncle Alphonse seated at the left, and Mannerheim at the right, at a 

banquet hosted by Viceroy Peng, at the far end of the table, and Governor Shen Yun closest to 

the camera.  

 

Figure 176  Banquet in Lanzhou.  Alphonse is seated next to CICM missionary Leo Van Dijck.  Mannerheim, 
in fur hat and overcoat, is at right, seated next to Chemist Robert Geerts. 

 

Page 514 of Mannerheim’s book mentions his meeting Uncle Alphonse at the home of 

Chemist Geerts:  "The man who aroused my admiration by wearing the latter [evening attire] 

was M. Alphonse Splingerdt [sic.], the Chinese interpreter in Peiping, at present on leave at 

Lanzhou, where he is a "grand faiseur, a kind of factotum to the Viceroy and particularly to the 

Taotai.  He is the son of a very well-known Belgian who died at Hing-anfu [Xian] a couple of 

years ago." 
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The rest of the paragraph is a haughty description of the Belgian Splingerdt, dismissive 

statements, and an unfounded statement about Paul leaving a "swarm of 22 children [!],” and 

again, the issue of lack of education.  It is in keeping with the snobbish attitude and superiority 

that pervades Mannerheim's book, so while it may offend me, does not surprise me.  The 

"ignorance and self-assurance" he ascribes to the ‘Splingerdts’ could certainly apply to the Finn 

himself.   

Excerpts of Mannerheim’s words on his stay in Gansu can be found in both French and 

English in Christian’s website, http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-

pourbaix/Mandarijn/Documents/colonie/Mannerheim-kansu.htm. 

 

Figure 177.  Photo from Alphonse's family album.  The caped man in the fur hat at right is presumably 
Mannerheim.  Alphonse is next to him, and the fellow at the left is identified by Goens as Scaillet, but 

similarly moustached westerners in Lanzhou at the time are difficult to distinguish. 

 

Mannerheim provides a good segue to the following chapter on the Lanzhou bridge, as 

his book mentions the bridge, and also provides an excellent picture of the bridge under 

construction. 

http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Documents/colonie/Mannerheim-kansu.htm�
http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Documents/colonie/Mannerheim-kansu.htm�
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Chapter 15 - The Bridge between LA and LANZHOU 

 

Figure 178.  My certificate of honorary citizenship to the city of Lanzhou 

 

My “Finding Paul Splingaerd” journey included trips by plane, train, boat and sleeper 

trains in China and Inner Mongolia and Belgium, the highlight of finding long-lost relatives in 

China’s westernmost province, and in 2009, being granted honorary citizenship to the city of 

Lanzhou in Western China.  Thanks to documents the Lanzhou archivists dug up in 2005 

verifying Paul’s contributions to the city and region, I and seven other descendants were invited 

to be part of the centennial celebration of the First Iron Bridge Across the Yellow River on 

August 26, 2009, and landed on the cover of newspapers and on television, not just in the 

Chinese provincial capital of 3,310,100 people, but also on China’s national television, CCTV. 

 

Figure 179. The cover of the certificate 
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Figure 180. Newspaper article about the Centennial celebration of the Iron Bridge and the honorary 
citizenship awards to eight descendents of Paul. 

 

 

Figure 181.  CCTV coverage of the award ceremony. 
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Figure 182.  We visiting descendants of Lin Fuchen got a lot of coverage in the papers the next day. 

 

 

Figure 183.  This is the picture Angela shared with the archivists in 2005 that was subsequently used in many 
articles during the Bridge Centennial of August 26, 2009.  
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Figure 184 some of the press coverage that I was able to gather from our memorable trip to Lanzhou in 2009 

 

Paul and his son Alphonse were the reason we were we were invited to Lanzhou to 

celebrate the 100th anniversary of the inauguration of the “First Iron Bridge Across the Yellow 

River.”  In 1942, the bridge was renamed Zhongshan Qiao in honor of Dr. Sun Yatsen.  Arches 

were added in 1954 to reinforce the original structure, and although it has been closed to 

motorized vehicles for many years, it is considered a historical and cultural relic, and holds a 

special place in the hearts of Paul’s descendants because of his involvement.  

 It was one of Alphonse’s grandchildren, my cousin Annette Liang, who first told me 

about the bridge, many years before my research began.  My parents never mentioned a bridge, 

probably because my Dad’s father, Remy Splingaerd, remained in Tianjin on the east coast to 

work as a director at the Kaiping coal mines, and did not keep in close contact with Alphonse’s 

branch of the family after they moved to Lanzhou following Paul’s 1906 death.. 

 I found mention of the bridge in an article in a 1909 Belgian newspaper, Le Soir.  In 

response to my 1996 request for any articles they had that mentioned Paul Splingaerd, the 

archives department of Le Soir kindly mailed me a number of photocopied articles that included 

mention of Paul.  The article provided evidence that Paul was involved with a bridge.  A number 

of books by European visitors to China’s far west at the beginning of the 20th century also 

mention a bridge built by Europeans across the Yellow River.   
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This excerpt from Count de Lesdain’s 1908 book, From Pekin to Sikkim Through the 

Ordos, the Gobi Desert and Tibet ( EP Dutton & Co, New York, 1908) describes the pontoon 

bridge that Paul had been persuading Governor Peng to replace with an iron bridge: 

The city of Liang-chou, the capital of the Province of Kansu, is very picturesquely 

situated:  Hemmed in on one side by the Yellow River it extends over a large plain 

between three valleys, and contains a population reckoned at a million souls:  I think 

this number is greatly exaggerated.  I should consider the half of it a correct estimate/  

The most curious feature of the Liang-chou is the bridge of boats which joins the two 

banks of the Hoang Ho:  This bridge is made up of a large number of boats on which 

has been set a kind of pontoon; constructed of roughly joined planks of wood, so that 

there is a certain amount of danger in crossing it.  The boats are bound together by 

huge iron chains running from end to end of the bridge.  If the iron employed were of 

better quality a band half that diameter would suffice.   

 

 

Figure 185  Photo of the old pontoon bridge at Lanzhou found in Pauline Muller’s photo album c. 1907. 
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Figure 186 This picture from Mannerheim’s book shows of the construction of the iron bridge with the old 
pontoon bridge in the background. 

 

 

Figure 187 Painting of Lanzhou showing the first iron bridge across the Yellow River, waterwheels, and the 
cloth factory at left, with the smokestack.  It was commissioned by Tysbaert, a partner of the actual owner of 
the painting, Robert Muller, grandson of Pauline and Jean-Jacques Muller.  Textile engineer who re-started 

the fabric factory in that city that had been abandoned by Germans.  

 

I wanted to see the bridge and walk on it myself, so decided that I would have to go to 

Lanzhou.  I took that trip to China in 2005, already mentioned earlier.  The extreme good fortune 

of my finding my paternal grandmother’s family in Lanzhou was made even more significant 
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because of my family’s link to a prominent historian, Mr. Deng Ming, who had studied under my 

uncle at Lanzhou university.   

 When Isaac communicated in Chinese with my relatives, telling them of my upcoming 

visit to Lanzhou and Jiuquan and relating what I had hoped to accomplish on my brief trip, they 

arranged for me to meet with the provincial archivists.  The whole behind-the-scenes story of 

what went on from the time the local Catholic Church received Isaac’s letter has been made into 

a documentary, beginning with this scene of my aunt holding my book.   

 

 

Figure 188  Opening scene of documentary on the Belgians who went to Lanzhou. 

 

Copies of this documentary have been made and distributed to fellow descendants of Paul 

and Catherine.   

This still of Isaac’s original letter is also in the documentary: 
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Figure 189  Isaac's original letter to my relatives in Lanzhou was shared by Zhang Hongxing with the 
producers of the documentary on this episode of Lanzhou history. 

  

In anticipation of our visit, the Lanzhou archivists dug through their old files and actually 

came up with documents mentioning the Belgian Lin Fuchen (Paul) as having proposed the 

construction of an Iron Bridge, but dying before it was built, and of his son Lin A De (Alphonse) 

acting as interpreter and intermediary between the governor Peng and the German company, 

Telge and Schroter, that actually built the bridge.  This is a letter that was found in their files.  

One of the engineers involved in the design of the bridge was an American by the name of 

Robert Coltman, who signed the letter.  Some recent Internet digging determined that Coltman 

was a 1906 graduate of Cornell, and that his father was Robert Coltman, Jr. (1862 – November 3, 

1931), an American physician who was appointed professor of anatomy at the Tung Wen 

College, Peking, and in 1898 professor of surgery at the Imperial University, Peking.  Robert 

Coltman II was personal physician to the Chinese royal household during that time. (source: 

Wikipedia) 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Professor�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anatomy�
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Tung_Wen_College&action=edit&redlink=1�
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Tung_Wen_College&action=edit&redlink=1�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beijing�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Surgery�
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Figure 190  Letter from Telge and Schroeter to “His Excellency, Director of the Foreign Office, Lanchoufu.” 
1909 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 191  Clipping from Cornell Alumnai News mentioning ’06 grad "Robert Coltman, 3d," 
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That year (2005) on September 29, Anne arrived in Lanzhou with two cousins, 
Angela Cox Elliott of Vancouver, and Frank Keet of Perth, Australia, both 
descendants of Paul’s eldest son, Alphonse. At a meeting with the provincial 
archivist, Anne was given photocopies of references to “Lin Fuchen” and his son, 
“Lin Ah De” from archives, and all three cousins were given books in Chinese that 
included mention of the Lins and the bridge. Anne, in turn presented the archivist 
with photocopied pages of references to Lanzhou and Gansu from her own 
research, and Angela presented the archivists with a photograph from her mother’s 
family album that was taken on the occasion of the inauguration of the bridge in 
1909.  

The Lanzhou archivists finding the documents in 2005 that mentioned Lin Fuchen and 

Lin A De is what made it possible for me, my cousins and family members to take part in an 

event that we will remember for a very long time. 

 Indispensable Isaac Huang in Tianjin and cousin Zhang Hongxing of Lanzhou, whom I 

nicknamed “Ms. Energetic” for her communicating organizational abilities, communicated for 

months to get the invitations sent to the proper destinations, and on August 26, 2009, eight 

Splingaerd descendants from all points of the globe were welcomed as honored guests of the city 

for three unforgettable days.  There were e-mails and faxes going between cousins, as well, and 

it was a disappointment for everyone that cousin Annette, who first told me about the bridge 

connection to the Splingaerds, was not well enough to join us. 

Besides Angela Elliott of Vancouver, and Frank Keet, the eldest of the sons of 

Alphonse’s daughter Madeleine, who had accompanied me to China in 2005, we were joined by 

Frank’s younger brothers Alan Keet, OBE, of Singapore, and Dr. Jean-Pierre of London, along 

with Alan’s wife Margaret Lim, their sons Gerald Keet of Thailand, and Denis Keet, then of 

Singapore.  I came from Los Angeles.   

In view of Isaac Huang’s indispensable role in getting us to this point, I invited him to 

join us on this special journey.  I met him at the Beijing airport and we flew together to Lanzhou.   

We were met at the airport by relatives and an official car, in which we were transported to the 

hotel where we stayed as guests of the city.  Uncle Zhang Daquan, came from Xian to be with us 

for the event.   

At a banquet dinner that evening, we were officially welcomed by Mr. Huo, Director of 

the Lanzhou bureau of foreign affairs.  Mr. Huo could speak English, but since the majority of 

those present were Chinese, he addressed us in Chinese, and Isaac translated for us foreigners.  
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Before leaving after the dinner, we were asked to dress nicely for the ceremony the next day.  Up 

till this time, we did not know about being conferred honorary citizenship to the city.  We were 

given large red official invitations and told to bring them the next day.  

 

Figure 192 Foreign affairs minister Huo and Frank Keet exchange toasts.  L-R: Margaret Lim Keet, Dr. 
Jean-Pierre Keet, Director Huo, Frank Keet. 

 

Next morning we were each given a red carnation corsage with red ribbon attached with 

the words in gold, 貴 客 which means“honored guest.”  Wearing these and holding our large 

red invitations, we were transported by limos to the bridge, and escorted down a red carpet to the 

stage area in front of the bridge.  There was a large crowd gathered, news agencies, 

photographers, a huge red banner to announce the occasion of the joint celebration of the 100th 

anniversary of Zhong Shan (Sun Yatsen) Iron bridge, and the 60th anniversary the establishment 

of the People’s Republic of China.   

I found myself overwhelmed by the emotion of walking down this street that Paul walked 

on, seeing the hills across the bridge that probably looked down on him when he lived here, and 

being honored for something he did before he died in 1906.  I know he would have been thrilled 

to have this outstanding recognition for a contribution to the city he was so fond of.  A video shot 

by Alan’s son Gerald shows me having to reach for a tissue when overcome with emotion. 
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Figure 193 That’s me with tissue in hand at the left behind my uncle Zhang Daquan who came from Xian to 
join us in the celebration. 

 

Uniformed soldiers lined the road as we passed a team of drummers, a little like those at 

the opening ceremony of the Beijing Olympics held a year earlier, but on a slightly smaller scale.  

There was a live band, a concert grand piano, and news cameras were all around.  A large stage 

was set up to the right of the bridge, for dignitaries and honorees, and there were we 8 foreigners 

being overwhelmed by the honor and the attention.  Perhaps I should speak for myself, as this 

was a new experience for my undistinguished self, but my cousin Alan Keet is an Officer of the 

Most Excellent Order of the British Empire, and may have had his OBE medal given to him at an 

equally extravagant event.  The photo below shows him wearing the medal on our way to the 

celebration. 
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Figure 194.  Cousin Alan Keet, OBE, of Singapore, any myself arriving at the venue. 

 

Fireworks overhead added to the excitement of the already memorable event.  

 

Figure 195 The three cousins who traveled to Lanzhou in 2005, together again in the city. 
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Figure 196. After the ceremony, we were invited to walk across the soldier-lined bridge on a red carpet.  
Angela is here with her grandmother’s nephew Zhang Xue Xin and his wife. 

 

 

Figure 197.  Family posing at the entrance to the Iron Bridge.  L-R:  Gerald Keet, Dr. Jean-Pierre (John) 
Keet, Alan Keet, Angela Elliott, Margaret Lim, Anne Megowan, Frank Keet, Denis Keet, Zhang Daquan, 

Uncle Zhang Xue Xin and his wife. 

After the ceremony, we were the celebrities of the day.  News reporters asked us 

questions, and people coming up to us for our autographs on the packets of bridge-themed 

stamps issued for the occasion.    

As things calmed down, I strolled by myself to the other end of the bridge where I came 

across Lanzhou archivist Deng Ming.  He did not participate in the ceremony itself, yet it was 

largely thanks to him that we were invited to this grand celebration.  His research helped place 

Paul as one of the people who initiated the bridge project, and it is because of his findings that 
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we descendants were invited.  Mr. Deng was also featured in the CCTV (China Central 

Television) documentary on the history of the bridge that aired after our 2005 visit, and also in 

the documentary produced by Lanzhou TV on the foreigners who helped the Lanzhou 

community in the early 20th century.   

      

Figure 198  Historian, archivist, author and Zhang family friend Deng Ming at stele across the bridge and 
conducting a tour of the Bridge exhibit at the regional museum.  (Recognize the picture behind him?  See the 
passages on Mannerheim in chapter 14.)  

Our activities following the ceremony also involved a tour of the Regional Museum with 

Mr. Deng.  I don’t know if he curated the special exhibition about the bridge, but he was our 

excellent guide to the displays that involved the bridge.  I brought along an extra copy of my 

book, and donated one to the museum, after which I was invited to sign their guest book.   

In the exhibition we saw photographs, books and documents, some of which did include 

Lin A De (Uncle Alphonse)’s name.  The framed photograph in the picture on the right is an 

enlargement of one taken by Mannerheim, and is included in the gift book from the Archivist’s 

office.  Uncle Alphonse can be seen behind the hand waving at left, behind viceroy Peng in the 

mandarin robe and hat. 

One of the post-Centennial parties with our cousins was graced by the presence of 

Archbishop Joseph Han Zhi-hai of Lanzhou, a good friend of the Zhang family.  One of the 
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cousins brought a water pipe that he said belonged to Paul Splingaerd, and Jean-Pierre 

volunteered to try it out, or at least pose for a few pictures holding it.   

This might be a good time to mention that the Zhang family once operated a successful 

tobacco farm that was visited by Jesuit Emile Licent in the early 20th century.  When I asked my 

aunt about the plantation, she said it was only one of the businesses owned by the family, who 

also owned much of the property on which the city of Lanzhou has been built, including the 

property on which the Catholic Church was built. 

 

Figure 199  Archbishop Joseph Han Zhi-hai (in the red hat) was guest of honor at post centennial dinner 
party.  Jean-Pierre, seated at left, is holding Paul’s water pipe. (photo: Angela Elliott) 

 

This celebration of the Bridge Centennial might not have been as grand if it were not 

combined with the celebration of the 60th anniversary of the establishment of the People’s 

Republic of China, but participation in the celebration was definitely the highlight of that year  

It gives me satisfaction to know that a project that Paul wanted for the city of Lanzhou 

has enjoyed such longevity.  Although traffic on the bridge is now restricted to foot and bicycle 

traffic, it is maintaining its place a beloved landmark of the city. A picture of the bridge is in 

almost any article about the city (Just google Lanzhou), and I am proud to be related to the man 

who first proposed its construction, even if his dream of having it built by Belgian engineers was 

not realized.  If it weren’t for my pursuit of Paul, I would never have found my relatives, and 
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would certainly never have been part of this gala celebration.  I thank Paul for being the initial 

link, and extend my deep gratitude my Lanzhou relatives for welcoming us into their lives, and 

for linking us to the people who made it possible for us to be included in this celebration.   

 More about our participation in the Bridge Centennial can be found in this report:  

http://www.splingaerd.net/pdf_files/bridge_centennial.pdf 

 

My relatives sent me a copy of the program produced by Lanzhou TV on the foreigners 

in Lanzhou who helped modernize the city.  Here is an excerpt from that show: 

Lanzhou and Jiuquan loved Paul so much because he lived a clean life, gave free smallpox 
vaccines, and never took bribes… Among the foreigners and among the Chinese Paul 
Splingaerd was one of a kind, you cannot find another person like him!" 
 
Here is a link to an article about the bridge reunion: 

http://www.gscn.com.cn/pub/gansu/shms/2009/08/21/1250825577683.html 

The google-translated version here offers links to other related articles: 

https://translate.google.com/translate?sl=zh-CN&tl=en&js=y&prev=_t&hl=en&ie=UTF-

8&u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.gscn.com.cn%2Fpub%2Fgansu%2Fshms%2F2009%2F08%2F21

%2F1250825577683.html&edit-text=&act=url 

 

http://www.splingaerd.net/pdf_files/bridge_centennial.pdf�
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Chapter 16  -  Paul’s Last Journey 

Part One - The return to Belgium. 

After the Boxer Uprising, through the intercession of the Belgian government and the 

Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Paul was made a Brigadier General to give him more clout 

in suppressing the flareups that continued in the interior of China after the rebellion was quelled 

on the east coast.  With his army the sixty-year-old general rode to areas in Turkestan, inner 

Mongolia, Ordos, Gansu and Shanxi, where the regions the Catholic missionaries needed help 

with the settlements promised by the government, and where he used his authority and military 

force to find, and retrieve the Christian women and girls kidnapped by insurgents and sold to 

Muslims as wives and slaves.   

On his return from one of these military expeditions in Turkestan, Brigadier General Lin 

(Paul) traveled through Lanzhou, the capital of Gansu.  Besides being the important capital of 

Gansu, Lanzhou was also the city where he had in-laws (his 3 sons married ladies of the 

prominent and Catholic Zhang family of that city).  When he called at the yamen of his friend, 

viceroy Peng.  He found the viceroy was in a discussion with representatives of British 

companies who had come to seek concessions in his province.   Paul found out in his talks with 

the viceroy that German representatives had also approached him for similar rights.   

The Germans already had a footprint in the area.  In 1878 General Zuo Zongtang45F

46 had 

hired German technicians and bought machinery to set up a factory in Lanzhou in order to take 

"advantage of low price of wool in Gansu" to make the fabric for his troops’ uniforms.  The 

factory which opened in late 1880, produced 120 meters of cloth per day, using 1080 spindles 

and 20 looms driven by two boilers.  Unfortunately, the water in the area was too scarce, and 

                                                 
46 Zuo Zongtang (1812-1885) Qing general famous for his role in defeating the Taipings, Nian 

and Hui (Muslim) rebels, whose defeat in 1878 at Zuo's hands made its possible for China to 
annex the territory of Xinjiang in 1885. He was governor of Zhejiang in 1861, and was posted 
to Shenxi Gansu from 1866.  He also tried to restore the agrarian economy and set up modern 
enterprises (Chesneaux, p. 134) 
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what little they could get was too saline, and ended up inadvertently damaging one of the boilers; 

funds ran out shortly afterward, and the factory was closed when Zuo left Lanzhou in 188346F

47.  

Although Paul had decided against renewing his contract with the Belgian "Congo 

Association," he recognize the British and German overtures encroached on his king's plans for 

investing in the area.  After all, Paul had been involved in the earlier exploration phase of this 

area till the Boxer uprising forced him to escort the Belgian envoys out of harm's way and out of 

the country.  He appreciated the fact both his native Belgium and his adoptive China would 

benefit from cooperative ventures.  The introduction of modern agrarian and commercial 

enterprise was now welcome by the Chinese, and King Leopold was eager to develop business 

ventures in China.  Paul's prior experience as a trader in Mongolia was useful in his discussions 

with Peng.  

Paul had been yearning to visit the country of his youth for a while now.  When he 

escorted the Belgian envoys to the Transsiberian railway that took them back Belgium, he felt 

the temptation to accompany the engineers along with son Remi back to Belgium.  With 

Catherine waiting for him in Gansu, and two young children in school in Shanghai, he knew that 

was not the right time for the journey.  

Paul's talks with Governor Peng targeted specific goals.  Paul would return to Belgium to 

make necessary arrangements to re-open the German textile factory that had been abandoned 

since 1883, and start a sugar processing plant in Lanchow, which also entailed the establishing of 

sugarbeet plantations in Kansu.  A third objective was to recruit the necessary personnel and 

purchase equipment needed for the exploition of oil fields, and gold and other mineral mines in 

the region.  Paul also got Peng's consent to bring in Belgian civil engineers to construct a steel 

bridge in Lanzhou that would span the Huang Ho. 

At 63, and in failing health, the prospect of a new venture and the chance to visit his 

homeland and see old friends envigorated Paul.  He would have liked Catherine to travel to 

Belgium with him and their son, Jean-Baptiste, but her own constitution would not allow a 

winter sea journey.  Naturally, she worried about her husband's health, and the effect a strenuous 

voyage would have on it, but saw his enthusiasm, and he convinced her of the importance of the 

                                                 
47 William Mesny, known for his Chinese Miscellanea visited the factory in 1881 and published 

his impressions of the place in the May 27, 1881 issue of the North China Herald.  It is 
available online.     
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mission to open "a passageway of trade between Belgium and China." She was slightly 

comforted by the fact that 16-year-old Jean-Baptiste would be with his father for the arduous 

journey.  If this trip went well, Paul entertained the hope that he would be making return trips to 

Belgium to follow up on the Gansu enterprises, and have Catherine accompany him on his next 

trip.  To make it less taxing than a sea journey, they would take the Transsiberian railway 

through Russia to Belgium.   

After making Paul promise to see doctors in Belgium and also to make a pilgrimage to 

Lourdes while he was in Europe, Catherine reluctantly gave her blessing to his mission.  She 

helped him buy presents for the friends and acquaintances she had met in China, and lingered on 

the pier till she could no longer see the ship in which her husband and youngest son sail away.   

Paul and Jean-Baptiste arrived in Antwerp on January 24th, 1906 on board the German 

steamer "Prinz Heinrich".  It had been nearly 41 years since he had set foot the land of his 

birth, and the newspaper and magazine articles he had been reading to catch up with happenings 

in Europe did not properly prepare him for all the changes in his native land.  This state of 

unfamiliarity permitted him to see Belgium through his son's eyes—in wonderment as if it were 

for the first time.  Conversely, the citizens of Antwerp were treated to a sight they were not too 

used to, that of a red-bearded, blue-eyed Belgian in colorful mandarin garb, complete with 

queue.  Not surprisingly, Paul attracted a good deal of attention, and managed to get written up in 

a number of newspapers.   A January 26, 1906 article in Le Soir is among the photocopies that 

publication sent me.   

Aside from causing a sensation everywhere he went, Paul accomplished a few other 

things.  At the top of his personal to-do list was a visit to Scheut to see his old friends that date 

back to 1863, the year Paul started working for Fr. Verbist.  Louis de Vroey, the sexton and Paul 

had kept in touch through their years apart, and both were elated to meet again.  Fr. Steenackers, 

who was so instrumental in getting the Splingaerd children placed in good schools in Shanghai, 

was back in Brussels, and so were other priests that Paul had come to know through his close 

association with the Scheuts.  He proudly showed off his Jean-Baptiste, and in Chinese tradition, 

presented them all with presents from China. 

He also Jean-Baptiste to Ottenburg to visit the Vandeputs, the family that took him in as a 

foster child.  After he enrolled J-B at the St. Bonifacius College in Brussels, he was able to 

attend to the business matters that brought him back to Belgium. 
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Paul was not well, and his full business agenda drained his energy.  From letters written 

during this visit, we learn that he had many dining engarements, visited Verviers where he 

recruited Jean-Jacques Muller, a professor at the Verviers Higher Institute of Textile.  He hired a 

civil engineer, by the name of Tysbaert, and Chemical engineer, Geerts, whom he had met and 

befriended earlier in China.  Tysbaert, Geerts and Muller would accompany Paul on his voyage 

back to China. 

Paul also made a point of visiting local breweries and wineries because he noticed it was 

not just his countrymen who enjoyed drinking beers and wines.  He toured sugar factories, and 

arranged to have hops, sugarbeet seeds and grape vines shipped to China.   He also shipped 

mustard seed, which was grown extensively in Mongolia, and flax seed for producing linseed oil. 

Paul went to universities to find mining engineers, geologists and geophysicists to bring 

back to China to help develop the petroleum and mineral enterprises in Gansu.  It is not clear if 

Paul found an engineer for his pet project, the building of a bridge across the Huang He (Yellow 

River), as it ended up being a German company, not Belgian, that built the first iron bridge to 

span the Yellow River. 

A rumor circulated that at a party in his honor, a drunken guest cut off Paul's queue, and 

that this upset Paul.  No written evidence supports this story.  

As promised to Catherine, Paul went to see doctors. He found out his health issues were 

many.  He was extremely diabetic, suffered from anemia, disorders of the intestines, and 

rheumatism, which was aggravated by the damp climate of Belgium.  Paul was prescribed a diet 

and told to "remain calm or things will get worse".   His letters to China during this period 

complained about being tired. "Everything is going wonderfully well with the affairs.  Thanks be 

to God I only have two more years in service, then I will retire.  They could offer to make me 

Emperor of China and I would truly not accept." 

His schedule of activities would have exhausted even a young man in reasonable health, 

so it naturally took its toll on an ailing and aging Paul.  Here was a man about whom Bishop Otto 

had once written:   "He possessed an uncanny resistance to fatigue.  He once traveled from 

Souzhou to Liangchow (900 li's) in four days and one morning.  He once took a trip from 

Souzhou and back to Hami in nine days by Chinese mail horse at 200 li's a day!" (A.S. I, II, f, 

Otto lettres) [spae, p. 190]  Not a complainer by nature,  Paul was simply coming to the end of 
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his strength, was in pain, had difficulty walking, and found himself unable to enjoy the foods he 

used to love. 

When his schedule permitted him to make his pilgrimage to Lourdes with his old Scheut 

friend Jan Steenackers.  

On May 30, 1906, having accomplished most of what he had returned to Belgium for, 

with his funding and his energy depleted, he boarded a steamer for his return to China and his 

Catherine and family.  

Part Two, back in China 

Prior to leaving Belgium Paul had sent a telegram home to let Catherine know when he 

would be arriving in Beijing.  The lengthy sea voyage home exhausted the already frail 

Paul.  His already diminished appetite was aggravated by severe bouts of seasickness.  In 

Shanghai he consulted a European doctor who told him of the gravity of his condition, and 

suggested hospitalization.  Paul's sense of obligation forced him to bring his Belgian technicians 

to Gansu.    

His daughters were all in Shanghai. The eldest four were nuns in the Auxiliatrices order.  

Marie, the eldest, was now known as Mère Saint Jérôme, and was working as an administrator at 

the school in Zikawei.  The next two daughters, the twins Clara and Rosa, took each other's 

names in religious life, and as Mère Sainte Rose and Mère Sainte Claire, were teaching European 

literature and needlework at an institute for Chinese girls.  The fourth, Anna, was still a novice at 

the convent at Zikawei and was now known as Soeur Ste Dosithée,  

Daughters Catherine and Pauline, however, at 22 and 21 respectively, had finished school 

and seeing the state their father was in, decided to travel with Paul to help their mother care for 

him.   The two youngest girls Lucie and Therese, were still studying at the boarding school.   

After tearful good-byes, Paul continued on to Beijing.  Catherine had traveled from 

Lanzhou to meet him there, and was staying with Alphonse.  Alphonse and his wife were now 

parents of two—Paul and Madeleine, and had just found out Anna Colette was expecting their 

third child.   

Paul confided to his eldest son the plans he had discussed with viceroy Peng for the 

Gansu region.  The abandoned textile factory built by Germans would be put back into 

production.  There was need for a new bridge to be built over the Huang He.  Minerals were 

waiting to be prospected, mined and processed.  Water distribution systems and sewers needed to 
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be built for the city, and there was a need to make the Yellow River could be navigable by 

steamboat.  The thought of the benefits that would come to both the Belgians and the Chinese by 

his efforts comforted him in his last days.  With his friend Geerts and others he had spoken about 

starting a Technical school to educate local youths in the industrial arts of the west.  These 

projects would provide employment for both Europeans and local Chinese.  

On July 28, Paul, Catherine and daughters Catherine and Pauline, left Beijing for 

Gansu.  Barely half way back to Lanzhou, Paul’s condition worsened.  The bumpy ride in 

springless donkey carts on rutted roads could not be made comfortable in spite of Catherine's 

best efforts to cushion her husband with soft bedding and cushions.  The rain did not help.  As 

soon as he reached the city of Xian, in Chensi province, he sent a telegram to summon his eldest 

son to his side.  Alphonse came immediately on horseback, and made it to his father's side at the 

hospital run by Franciscan Sisters Missionaries of Mary in time to receive his father's final 

words.  These included instructions to bring the Belgian engineers to Gansu in his place, and a 

dictated letter for Alphonse to give to viceroy Peng.  Paul wanted Alphonse to leave immediately, 

but it was clear that death was imminent, so stayed by his father’s side till the end.  With the final 

blessing of the hospital chaplain, and surrounded by his loving wife, eldest son, and two devoted 

daughters, Paul passed away peacefully from his earthly life on September 26th.  He was sixty-

four. 

Details of Paul’s last journey were made more vivid with the recent discovery of 

photographs that document his last days.  At the 2008 family reunion in Ottenburg I met my 

cousin Professor Robert Muller, his wife Françoise Delcuve, and their families.  Robert is the 

grandson of Paul’s daughter Pauline, one of the two daughters who traveled westward from 

Beijing with Paul and Catherine after Paul returned from Belgium.  
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Figure 200 Paul (center front) in western attire on his return to China in 1906.  Those with him are 
presumably mechanical engineer Emile Tysebaert, chemical engineer Robert Geerts, his sister and his young 
nephew Lucien Geerts,  textile engineer and future son-in-law Jean-Jacques Muller and another gentleman. 

 

Following the group events of the 2008 reunion, Robert brought over his grandmother’s 

photo album, and we looked at the pictures in the hotel lobby before going to dinner.  We could 

identify some people and places from their similarity to those in Auntie Philo’s albums, of 

pictures taken around the same time, but many needed further scrutiny.  Mike and I were leaving 

the next day, so I suggested to Robert that he show the album to Christian, since they both live in 

Belgium, and Christian could scan the photos of interest, and share them with the family via his 

website. 

Robert had already shared the great shot of Paul with the cannon (above, in the section on 

“Interesting Connections”) but in 2014, Robert and Christian were finally able to get together to 

view Pauline’s album.  Christian shared his scans of the priceless pictures through his site, along 

with his own personal observations: http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-

pourbaix/Mandarijn/Documents/Dossier%20Muller/portail%20dossier%20muller.htm 

 

http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Documents/Dossier%20Muller/portail%20dossier%20muller.htm�
http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Documents/Dossier%20Muller/portail%20dossier%20muller.htm�
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Figure 201.  Picture from Pauline Muller’s album showing Paul’s carriage en route to Xian where he died. 

 

These pictures allow us glimpses of Paul’s last journey.  Until now we could only imagine the 

conveyance, the rutted dirt roads, the terrain, and the way their caravan they set up camp on that 

trip from Beijing to Xian.   
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Figure 202.  Setting up camp en route to Xian.  The fancier carriage behind the yurt being built is likely to 
have been Paul's.  His years of travel in Mongolia would have accustomed him to its camping style, and he 
may have traveled with his own yurt.     
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Figure 203.  Another view of Paul’s carriage passing through a village. 

 

 

Figure 204. The handwritten annotation above this picture is interestingly in English, and reads, “Papa 
Splingared’s travelling to Sianfou [Xianfu] 1906.”   



Assembling the Paul Puzzle 

Chapter 16  -  Paul’s last journey 240 

After Paul died Catherine stayed with her daughters in Xian until Alphonse's return from 

delivering the engineers to their new task of industrializing Gansu.  On his return to Xian he 

accompanied his mother, sisters and his father's remains to Beijing.  Paul was buried at Catholic 

cemetery of Chala.  

 

 

Figure 205. Paul and Catherine's graves at Chala cemetery.  (Photo courtesy of Angela Cox Elliott) 

 

Was it the diabetes that killed Paul, or the heart broken by the fact that he was not given 

the audience with the king?  Some family members believe it was the latter.  For all he achieved 

in China, and reaching some prominence in Chinese circles, in his heart he remained the country 

youth in awe of the royals as many Europeans are, he was hoping for a chance to meet his king 

while he was in Belgium.  After all, he had used his official position in the Qing government to 

promote mutually beneficial interaction between the Chinese and foreigners.  Spae indicated that 

Paul’s reluctance to cooperate with the plan to use the Belgian mandarin as a front to purchase 

land in his own name for the king of Belgium and the Congo lost him favor.  Belgians acting on 

behalf of the king, who had tried unsuccessfully have Paul do their bidding in China may easily 

have been the cause of Paul’s not getting his audience with the king.  Although I am an 

American, in country without “royalty” of lineage, I can still understand the pleasure it would 

give to meet the president.  His not meeting the king would have been especially disappointing in 
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view of this January 11, 1901 letter to him from the General Superior of the Scheuts, Adolf Van 

Hecke: 

Colonel Fivé was here yesterday and talked a lot about you;  he is very pleased with you 
and will do his best to get the king to agree to receive you once you come back to Belgium. 
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Chapter 17 - Posing with Paul  
Since the publication of The Belgian Mandarin in 2008, I have been asking friends and 

relatives traveling to China to bring my book along and send me a photo of themselves holding 

the book in front of the bridge.  Many have obliged, and here is a selection of pictures in which 

Paul is a presence, both at the bridge and elsewhere, starting with this picture taken of my 1967 

wedding at my parent’s home in Mexico City.   

 

Figure 206.  The oil portraits of Paul and Catherine look down on reception at my parents home in Mexico 
City, November 18, 1967.  Joseph and Mary Anderson Splingaerd on left, and Mike and me on the right. 
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Figure 207. My friend Raymond Kwan, now of Hong Kong, visited Lanzhou with his parents while on a tour 
of places where they have helped support schools. 
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Figure 208.  Tianjin resident and journalist Andrea Klopper holding my book in my home town.  She wrote 
an article about St. Louis church where my parents were married, and my brother and I were baptized. 
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Figure 209. Here I am having lunch at San Gabriel Square with my friend Sharon Chow (center), and her 
high school classmate, Jennifer Yang, holding my book.  Jennifer’s husband, Walter Zhang, is one of the 

owners of the Chinese language papers, Taiwan Daily, and China Daily. 
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Figure 210.  Denis Keet then of Malaysia poses in front of the image of his great great grandfather at the 
Belgian Pavilion at Shanghai's World Expo 2010.  Also at the Expo, Maria (Lin Xiao Xia) Splingaerd, of 

Shanghai, sent me a picture of herself bringing Paul to the Belgian Pavilion. 
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Figure 211.  Rummy Keshet, whom I met at the Ottenburg reunion, is the Israeli son of my cousin Dr. Jean-
Pierre Keet.  He visited the bridge at Lanzhou.  Rummy is a musician and now lives in Perth, Australia. 
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Figure 212 My Mount St. Mary’s classmate, Alene Griffin Finn brought my book with her on a cruise to 
Antarctica, and obliged me with this picture. 
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Figure 213  My grandmother’s nephew, Uncle Zhang Daquan (right) traveled with his wife to Texas for the 
2013 graduation of their granddaughter.  Their niece who lives in Dallas accompanied them to Los Angeles 

for a brief visit. 

 

If you happen to have posed with Paul, either with the book or another image, or if you have 

actual photographs of Paul not included here, please share them with us via 

anne@splingaerd.net. 
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Chapter 18 - Family Mysteries – Puzzles that may never get resolved 

Family Feud? 

Was there a rift between Alphonse and Remy?   Below is the only photo I have seen of 

Remy and Alphonse together as adults.  Remy remained at the Kaiping Coal mines near Tianjin, 

and did not move to Lanzhou when Alphonse and his unmarried sisters did, which explains why 

Remy is not in the Lanzhou pictures, but is there more to the story? 

There are no pictures of Remy, his wife or any of his nine children in any of Aunt Philo’s 

albums.  Both my folks and Angela have told the story of how when Alphonse’s daughters were 

walking down the street in Tianjin, and saw my grandmother and aunts, they would cross the 

street to avoid contact with them.  When I asked my dad if he knew the reason for this behavior, 

he told me it was because Uncle Alphonse had married my grandmother’s aunt, and in China, 

relatives have special ways of address, depending on the relationship, and my grandfather Remy 

had angered Uncle Alphonse’s wife Anna Colette when he told his wife Anna that they were 

simply sisters-in-law now, since he and Alphonse were brothers, and she could just call her 

Jiejie, or “older sister” rather than “honorable aunt.”  A second theory whose source I cannot 

remember now was that Uncle Alphonse’s family was very religious, and found it unacceptable 

that Uncle Jean-Baptiste (a.k.a  or John, J-B)should have married his niece Marguerite (Maggie) 

after his first wife Philomene Zhang died.  Philomene was my Nainai’s younger sister.   It was an 

unusual marriage arrangement, but the story was that they got “special dispensation from the 

Pope to marry since they couldn’t have children.”  
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Figure 214 Family reunion in Tianjin. Standing:  Jean-Baptiste, Remy and Alphonse Splingaerd, Albert 
Paternoster.  Seated: Marie (mother Jerome), Lucie Paternoster, Rosa (mother St. Clara), and Anna (mother 
St. Dosithée) 

 

 I was aware of the ill feeling between the two sides of the family ever since I was very 

young.  The dissension lasted for over a generation, and with the exception of Auntie Philo, 

Angela’s mother, my side of the family had little to do with Uncle Alphonse’s children.  My 

mother did not feel the animosity, and was friends with Auntie Philo.  I think Philo’s brother, 

Paul, and his wife Hélène Clabast, were also friendly, as they attended Mum & Dd’s wedding, as 

proven in this picture of their wedding.   
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Figure 215. Aunt Hélene and Uncle Paul are circled in this picture of Mum and Dad's wedding in Tientsin in 
1942. 

As an adult living in Los Angeles, while my parents were still living in Mexico City, I 

remember driving Mum on one of her visits, to visit Aunt Hélène at her home in Orange County 

after Uncle Paul died.  I remember from that visit that both Mum and Hélène shared a love for 

knitting.  Aunt Helene’s two daughters, Christiane and Renée, had both married and left 

California when we visited her.  Christiane’s daughter Hélene and I are now Facebook friends, 

but have never met in person. 

Sadly, even in my generation I have noticed the distance between the Alphonse and 

Remy branches of the family, yet may never find out the real reason. 

Another family mystery 

Mystery #2 concerns the relationship between Paul and the branches of the Lin family in 

Taiwan, Shanghai and Tianjin.    
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Shortly after publishing The Belgian Mandarin, thanks to a temporary website the 

publisher set up for me, I received an e-mail from a young Taiwanese man Tzu Sheng Hsu in 

Belgium, who told me his piano teacher was a descendant of Paul Splingaerd, too.  I had heard 

about a relative in that country from my Uncle François, but thought that I would never learn 

more when Uncle François died in 2002.  Now was a chance to find that branch of the family. 

With Tzu Sheng Hsu’s help I was able to reach Hsiang-ti Lin, communicated for a while, and we 

became Facebook friends.   In 2013 I met her in Taiwan when Mike and I went there to meet our 

daughter-in-law’s parents.  
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Figure 216  Here I am at left, with Anna, the widow of Matthias Lin, with her granddaughter Bella on her 
lap, and his daughter, professional pianist Hsiang-ti Lin Chuang, at right. 

  

A subsequent e-mail arrived from a professor Elias S.W. Shu in Iowa who wrote that the 

principal at his Hong Kong was also a descendant of the Belgian mandarin Paul Splingaerd.  

That principal happened to be the same Matthias Lin, Hsiang-ti’s father.  Professor Shu followed 

up his initial correspondence with obituaries published in Hong Kong and Taiwan of Matthias.   

 The Chinese-language obituary and tribute can be seen on Christian’s website: 

http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Lin-

connection/hommage/Mathias_Lin_Obituary.htm.  The translation below is courtesy of my 

daughter-in-law Alice Yuan.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-pourbaix/Mandarijn/Lin-connection/hommage/Mathias_Lin_Obituary.htm�
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A BRIEF BIOGRAPHY OF DR. MATHIAS LIN  

Dr. Mathias Lin (1922-2007) was born on February 18, 1922 in Hebei Sheng (河北

省)Tianjin City (天津市).  The grandfather of Dr. Lin was Belgian aristocrat (surname 
Splingaerd), who was a Belgian envoy to China (Dr. Lin’s mother and grandmother are both 
Chinese).  In 1941, when Dr. Lin was 19 year old, he taught at Shanghai Elementary School.  In 
July of 1951, Dr. Lin received his Master’s degree in Christian Theology at Italy’s International 
University di Lecce.  This university is well known throughout the world, and Dr. Lin was the 
first Chinese to receive that degree there.   

                In 1954, Dr. Lin received his PhD in Educational Psychology at Katholieke 
Universiteit Leuven, (KUL) which is Belgium’s equivalent of Yale in America and Cambridge 
University in England. 

                In 1955, Dr. Lin was appointed as the head of Chai Wan (St. John the Baptist) Church, 
and served as principal of St. Louis English School in Hong Kong, one of the city’s best high 
schools. Students, faculty, and parents all respected Dr. Lin.  Dr. Lin was also recognized by the 
British government as being one of the top 10 achievers of the year from 1959 to 1961. 

                Dr. Lin first visited Taiwan at 1964, and relocated there in 1965, when he was hired by 
Fu Jen Catholic University to teach Philosophy and Psychology.  He was later hired by the 
Chinese Culture University as professor of Italian, and then he was asked by the Hsieh Tung-
min, the president of Taiwan Shih Chien University to teach English and Italian.  

                Dr. Lin also taught French and Italian at Soochow University and National Taiwan 
University of Arts.  Recognizing the limited access to foreign music in Taiwan, he collected over 
a hundred Italian songs, translated them then published Italian art songs and opera 
selections.  His translations were detailed and clear, and eliminated the language barrier, which 
was very rarely seen in his time.  This was a huge contribution to local musicians. 

                In 1985, Taipei National University of the Arts asked Dr. Lin to teach English and 
Italian, he also publish the second volume of selected Italian songs and operas. 

                Dr. Lin’s life can be summarized with these words:  it was a life fulfilled with dignity, 
under the salutary influence of education, with admiring pupils everywhere. 

 

 Hsiang-ti and I have become Facebook friends as well, and through her page she has 

shared some great pictures, like this one of her father holding her when she was little: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Katholieke_Universiteit_Leuven�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Katholieke_Universiteit_Leuven�
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Figure 217. Mathias Lin holding his daughter Hsiang-ti 

Another contact made thanks to the Internet was from “Maria Splingaerd,” a young lady in 

Shanghai, who is usually known as Lin Xiao Xia, also a Facebook friend today.  Her grandfather 

was Matthias’ younger brother, so she is Hsiang-ti Lin’s niece.  We have been corresponding for 

a while, and I have sent her a copy of The Belgian Mandarin.  My cousin Angela, whose travels 

frequently include China, was able to share a meal with Maria on a recent trip to Shanghai. 

 

Figure 218.  Angela met Lin Xiao Xia, who also goes by Maria Splingaerd, on a 2012 trip to Shanghai 
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 What is the relationship between the known descendants of Paul and Catherine, and the 

branch that is in Shanghai and Taiwan?  Some handwritten notes among those that were among 

those scanned for me by KADOC, the Louvain University archives, based on an interview of Fr. 

Rutten with Paul’s religious daughter, Anna, or Mère Ste. Dosithée, in 1945:  “Paul Spling. 

adopted two other children in need of help – Catherine, already occupied with her 12 children, 

did not refuse this charity.  One of them was the son of Col. (or Capt.) Basens [Baesens], a 

Belgian instructor in the Chinese army around 1890.  This Paul Lin had three boys who are still 

in Shanghai (says Anna). 

 

Figure 219. Scan of the notes taken by Rutten on conversation with Anna Splingaerd, Mother St. Dosithée. 

 

Neither Maria nor Hsiangti have provided keys to the relationship, but in 2014, Christian 

shared pictures scanned from Pauline Splingaerd’s album.  One picture taken in Lanzhou in 1907 

shows a young boy standing between the seated Catherine and Uncle Alphonse.  
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Figure 220.  The young boy standing between Uncle John and seated Catherine is presumed to be Paul Lin. 

 

This boy would have been of about the right age to be Paul Lin, who was born in 1898.  

Could this be the adopted son, Paul Lin, great grandfather of Lin Hsiang-ti and Lin Xiao Xia 

(Maria)? 

Here is another picture with the young boy: 
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Figure 221.  Another family picture that includes Paul Lin with Paul’s daughters and their spouses. 

 

 

Figure 222.  Picture of Paul Lin 
shared by his granddaughter Hsiang-ti  

 

The young boy in the picture above from Pauline Muller’s album 
is undoubtedly Paul Lin  (Lin Sheng Yu) adopted by Paul and 
Catherine.  He is also in the family picture below, standing 
between the seated Catherine and Alphonse.  
 
The picture of Lin Shen Yu at right sent to us by his 
granddaughter Hsiang-ti Lin shows him as a teenager or young 
adult. 
 
The mystery is only partially solved, as I still have no clue as to 
why no one in my immediate family ever mentioned Paul Lin, 
and how my Uncle François learned about his existence.   
 
If you are holding any part of that puzzle, please write me, 
anne@splingaerd.net. 
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Who was “Uncle Stanislas?”  

The handwritten notes on the conversation with Anna go on to say, “The other [adopted 

son] Stanislas Lin is the son of a disgraced mandarin who sold his son to Paul for 50 taels. 

(Anna says he should be in Tientsin).”  How much of this conforms with reality? 

Stanislas was more of a known entity than Paul Lin, as Dad referred to him as “Uncle 

Stanislas” when he pointed him out in the picture of Mum and Dad’s wedding (see page 181 of 

The Belgian Mandarin, and above) standing in the back row between Uncle François and Uncle 

John.  Dad said Uncle Stanislas was in charge of Uncle Alphonse’s accounting.  There are 

numerous pictures of him in Angela’s mother’s photo album, and some are reproduced in 

Christian Goens’ website:  http://www.goens-pourbaix.be/multima-

pourbaix/Mandarijn/Documents/colonie/stan/lin%20gui%20sheng.htm 

 Mr. Goens describes Stanislas as the interpreter in each instance, but my impression from 

what my dad told me is that he was an educated man who could handle accounts as well.    

 The following is an e-mail I received in 2011 from a descendant of Stanislas who found 

mention of his ancestor in my website, possibly in a link to Christian’s, judging from the French 

language use : 
Date: 2011/2/11 
Subject: 向您询问关于Stanislas Lin-Splingaerd的事情 
To: anne@splingaerd.net 
 
我不会法文（英文） 关于这句话“D’après Spae, page 65, en citant J. Rutten（您听他说的吗） 
nous dit que Paul Splingaerd l’aurait acheté 50 taëls à un pauvre mandarin lorsqu’il était enfant. ”
我使用翻译软件后 仍然不太明白（50 taëls ）请您帮我解答——————中国天津  林 
 

This person was questioning the statement, according to 

Spae, quoting J. Rutten, that Paul Splingaerd bought the 

child for 50 taels from a poor mandarin.  Since my 

Chinese was not good enough to reply in the sender’s 

language, and lived in Tianjin, I forwarded the message 

to ever-helpful Isaac Huang in Tianjin.  He replied to 

the e-mail, and met with the sender and his mother.  

They had a pleasant visit, as this picture shows, and a 
Figure 223.  Isaac in front, visited Uncle 
Stansislas descendants Lin Yu Xiao (in red) 
and her son Zhang Zhao  

http://cn.mc150.mail.yahoo.com/mc/compose?to=anne@splingaerd.net�
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little more light was shed on the relationship, as related in this e-mail from Isaac on 3/3/11: 

  

Dear Anne, 
… 
The man's name is Zhang Zhao. Fan is his wife's first name and the e-mail sent to you was with 
his wife's computer. 
He called me at noon on Tue, Mar 1, and we met and talked for 50 minutes in the afternoon. 
He brought some old pictures of his mother's family and I brought your book, the letter to the 
history professor and some other info. 
 
1. His mother's name is Lin Yu Xiao, born in 1946 in a building on Cheng De Dao, probably the 
former Consulate Road. I will have to check. 
  
2. Stanislas was his mother's grandfather <ye ye >.  I showed him your parents' wedding 
picture, and he said he had seen that photo and many others in your book on the website. 
He readily pointed out Stanislas. 
  
3. He told me the house on Mu Nan Road … belonged to Lin Zi Xiang, who was Paul's second 
or third son. I told him he was the third son, Jean Baptiste.   He told me Jean had no issue and 
his house was taken over by the Japanese invaders and that he was exasperated to death for 
not returning it to him by KMT. 
  
4. According to his mother, Stanislas was adopted by Paul but not bought by him. He was a 
native of Gansu province but no one knew which part of the province he was from.  His name 
was Lin Qing Yun, and Lin Yu Xiao was 7 or 8 when her grandfather passed away. 
He had a hot temper but was very honest and upright.  Zhao mentioned that during the 
Japanese occupation in Tianjin, the Splingaerds left two big heavy trunks with Qing Yun and the 
trunks unlocked. He never opened them and when situations improved, the Splingaerds took 
them back. 
  
Best wishes, 
Isaac 

 

In January of 2015, some more light was shed on Stanislas by my cousin Annette, 

daughter of Uncle Alphonse’s youngest daughter, Hortense, who apparently knew Stanislas, and 

this is the fascinating story she shared:  His father was a mandarin who had lost favor with the 

government, and been stripped of his rank and all his possessions, and may even have been 

imprisoned.  This left his wife and children destitute.  Paul wished to help the family, but could 

not do so openly without jeopardizing his own position as a fellow Qing mandarin, so he hired 

the son, Stanislas to work for him.  This allowed him to pay the young man, who in turn helped 

his family.   
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 This explains the exchange of money, and corroborates the statement that Paul did not 

“buy” Stanislas.  He was apparently not “adopted,” either.  He was not allowed to use the name 

of his dishonored father, so took on the name of Lin.  
 What is as gratifying as getting this information is the fact that today’s communication 

technology has permitted us to find these long lost relatives when just a few years ago, everyone 

took for granted that certain parts of our family’s story would remain unknown.    
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Chapter 19 - The End of the Line? 

 

Figure 224 The last of the Splingaerds?  Peter Splingaerd, at left, and his daughter Tamara Splingaerd, 
carrying her daughter Sidney May in this 1995 picture taken at Peter’s then home in San Francisco. Our 
father, Joseph Splingaerd, at the right, who died in 2011, was the only son of Remy, the only son of Paul’s 

who produced any male heirs. 

 

After The Belgian Mandarin Paul Splingaerd was published, a few more Splingaerds 

have surfaced that I had been unaware of, in China and Taiwan, but as I write this, since my 

father died in 2011, my brother Peter is the only known direct male descendant of Paul 

Splingaerd, and his only child, Tamara (Tara) Splingaerd and I are the only ones to use the name 

patrilineally.   

Peter’s first wife, Ortha (née Justl) Splingaerd has also chosen to retain her married name.   
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In Spanish-speaking countries a maternal apellido is commonly used as a second last 

name, and I have retained Splingaerd as my legally recognized middle name.  In Europe and 

China I have noticed that women retain their maiden names after marriage.  The Splingaerds that 

have cropped up in China are a reclaiming of the surname from its Chinese transliteration of Lin, 

as in China and Taiwan.  (We are all included in the family tree that can be seen on the website, 

Of all the many descendants of Paul and Catherine, there is now only one that I know of, 

who will be able to legitimately carry on the name.  
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Chapter 20 - Conclusion 
The puzzle has been assembled to the best of my ability to this date, but unlike cardboard 

jigsaw puzzles, Paul’s life is not one that can be assembled with just the pieces in a box.  As with 

any life, it cannot be captured in its entirety.  Paul’s story is not ready to be boxed up and put 

back on a shelf.  New references keep coming up, and the differences of the way he is depicted 

in many have me concluding that the idea of Paul is like that of the elephant as described by the 

blind men.  Each person who has encountered him, in person or in documents, has formed his or 

her own opinion of just who this Paul Splingaerd was.    

 

Figure 225   In the familiar fable, the blind man who feels a leg says the elephant is like a pillar; the one who 
feels the tail says the elephant is like a rope; the one who feels the trunk says the elephant is like a tree the one 
who feels the ear says the elephant is like a fan; the one who feels the side of the elephant says it is like a wall; 
and the one who feels the tusk says the elephant is like a solid pipe.   

 

Does being Paul’s great granddaughter give me greater insight, or limit my perspective of 

the man?  I have tried to present here not just a travelogue of my journey of discovery, but a 

picture of Paul from as many sources as I could find.  Perhaps, but I have tried to get past the 
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anecdotes that made me cringe when I first read about them, and found that scenes, like being 

delayed in his audience with Pius IX because his clothes were considered too shabby actually 

allowed me to appreciate more the distance he travelled from being the poor country boy to 

becoming a man in a position to improve relations between the two nations.   

Some of my cousins felt it necessary to hide the fact that our common ancestor, Paul 

Splingaerd, was just that—common.  I had been told he was a handyman, and it bothered me at 

first when I saw some writers refer to him as a “domestic,” and I have to admit there may not be 

much bragging power in saying, “My grandpa was a servant, and he may have been illegitimate, 

too,” but having found out as much as I have after Paul, I am quite proud to be his descendant, 

and I hope that fellow descendants will feel that same pride, and appreciate the many 

accomplishments of man who rose above his humble origins.  Sure, it’s much more impressive to 

emphasize the fact that he was “The Famous Belgian Mandarin,” and to mention that he was 

decorated by King Leopold, but after knowing what I do about both Leopold of the Congo and 

Paul, that medal from King Leopold has lost some of its lustre, and Paul the man shines brighter. 

 

 

If you have any information or images to add to this collection, or might fill in the gaps please contact me:  
anne@splingaerd.net

mailto:anne@splingaerd.net�
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