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Every so often a work of history appears that radically changes our 
understanding of people, place and period. Chinese Christians, first 
published in 1985, is such a work. This book asked questions about 
Hong Kong that had never been asked before. It showed that the 
leaders of Chinese society had a far greater role in shaping early Hong 
Kong history than earlier historians had believed. It also demonstrated, 
for the first time, that Chinese society in early colonial Hong Kong 
had coherence and continuity. 
 Dispensing with the traditional governor-by-governor approach to 
Hong Kong history, Chinese Christians explores the lives of some 200 
men and women who came into contact with Christian missionaries 
in early Hong Kong and who used their connections to achieve wealth 
and status. Its themes are the building of communities in colonial 
Hong Kong and the “middlemen” who linked the Chinese and colonial 
communities. These were the people who laid the foundations of Hong 
Kong society. Many of them became influential beyond Hong Kong 
through their connections with the colonial community and its offi cial 
religion. Yet, with the exception of Sir Robert Ho Tung, Yung Wing, 
Sun Yat-sen and perhaps one or two others, few of the characters in 
this book are remembered much today. Even the important among 
them fi nd little place in the standard histories of colonial Hong Kong. 
Many of the men and women here are representative rather than 
significant — people who are known simply because they happened 
to be recorded as members of congregations or schools. Some, like 
the indignant Chu Tak-leung or the déclassé Taiping royals, are utterly 
unimportant. They are no less interesting for that.
 In rescuing these lives from obscurity, Carl Smith has shown that 
the history of early colonial Hong Kong is more than just a narrative 
of governors, opium wars, merchant houses and grand reclamation 
projects: it is also the experience of ordinary people — and of a few 
extraordinary men and women who saw the opportunities thrown 
up by British rule and tried to make something of them. In Chinese 
Christians these people speak clearly across the years: some of their 
voices are loud and impressive; others are moving; a few are angry 
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and accusing. By bringing them together in this book, Carl Smith 
made a singular contribution to Hong Kong history. Together with 
his other writings on people and society in Hong Kong, Chinese 
Christians has, perhaps more than any other body of work, turned the 
fi eld of Hong Kong history on its head.1 

 Chinese Christians was fi rst published by the Oxford University 
Press in 1985 to mark the twenty-fi fth anniversary of the founding of 
the Hong Kong Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society: Carl Smith was 
a driving force in the Society then, as he is today. The chapters that 
make up Chinese Christians were, however, published even earlier as 
separate articles in a number of Hong Kong journals and bulletins, 
one as early as 1969. Most of these journals are difficult, if not 
impossible, to track down. Chinese Christians itself has also become 
something of a rare book. It is now diffi cult to obtain from libraries. 
It is not to be found in bookshops, new or second-hand, and whenever 
it appears for sale on the Internet (which is not often) large sums 
are demanded. No book of this kind should be so inaccessible for so 
long. Twenty years on, this reprint seeks to remedy the problem. 
 This edition of Chinese Christians reproduces the original in 
its entirety, without revision and with the pagination and original 
foreword by James Hayes preserved. 2  All that has been added is this 
new introduction, which has been written with Carl Smith’s consent 
and warm co-operation. The main intention of this new introduction 
is to bring out some of the themes and significance of Chinese 
Christians and to examine the author’s working methods.

* * *

 For a book that has been assembled, without much modification, 
from essays and articles written over the course of over a dozen years, 
Chinese Christians achieves a remarkable coherence and consistency. 
Each chapter forms a discrete unit and can be read on its own, as Smith 
originally intended. Taken together, however, and read in sequence, the 
chapters add up to a book that is far more satisfying than the sum of its 

1. Nineteen of Smith’s other essays on Chinese élites, neighbourhoods, women 
and labour, missionaries and communities are collected in A Sense of History: 
Studies in the Social and Urban History of Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
Educational Publishing Co., 1995). Many more are scattered among a variety of 
books and journals.

2. The Wade-Giles romanization of Chinese characters is also preserved, and is 
used, for the sake of consistency, in this new preface.
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parts. Smith has structured Chinese Christians so that the discussion 
moves progressively from the particular to the general. After a brief 
introduction sketching the early Protestant communities in China and 
Hong Kong, the book begins with studies of particular institutions, 
families and connections: all of these studies are enriched with thick 
description and a great deal of quotation. The book then turns to the 
formation of élites in the first half-century or so of colonial Hong 
Kong. Finally, the view broadens, with three concluding chapters 
on the complex, often contradictory, relationships between people, 
Church and government. 
 Despite holding together well as a book, Chinese Christians 
is not always an easy work to navigate. It does not have the single 
narrative sweep of many comparable urban or social histories (though 
there is chronological development within articles and, to some 
extent, among them). The richness of detail and the anecdotes that 
make the book such a pleasure to read often lead us away from the 
main point of each chapter: sometimes, indeed, the “point” is in 
the detail — in conveying an impression of the complexity and the 
muddle of so much of Hong Kong’s history. This is not a fault, but 
a product of Smith’s unusual methodology and of his reluctance to 
generalize. It might, however, be helpful to readers to provide a brief 
outline of the book and its main themes. 
 Chinese Christians is divided into two parts. In Part I, Smith 
examines the products of missionary education in a series of sketches 
that centre mainly on the schools and institutions in which they were 
taught. Chapter 1 draws on an extraordinary collection of letters and 
school essays to examine, mainly through the eyes of the students 
themselves, the effects of missionary education on a group of Chinese 
boys at the Morrison Education Society School in Macau and Hong 
Kong. This study is remarkable not just for its subjects — most of 
these boys grow up to be substantial fi gures in the modernization of 
China — but also for its touching vignettes of life at school, and for 
the cultural confl icts that it uncovers. In Chapter 2, Smith takes three 
of the graduates of this school, the Tong brothers, and traces their 
lives from humble childhood in Kwangtung Province of the 1830s 
and 1840s to wealth and fame in Hong Kong, Canton, Shanghai and 
Tientsin later in the century. This chapter illustrates one of the central 
arguments in Chinese Christians: the importance of an English-
language education in launching careers in government, trade and 
industry. Chapter 3 enlarges on this theme, with an account of the 
lives of some of the translators, compradors and advisers — the 
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archetypal middlemen — who transmitted knowledge and mediated in 
transactions between Chinese and Europeans. The central part of this 
chapter contains Smith’s well-known essay on Wei Akwong, another 
Morrison School student, who rose from hungry beggarboy in Macau 
to become one of Hong Kong’s richest and most respected citizens. 
 In Chapter 4, Smith pauses to remind us that not all contact with 
missionaries led to Christian enlightenment, personal wealth and 
social advancement. Here he explores the part played by Christian 
missionaries in and around Hong Kong in the Taiping Rebellion of 
the mid-nineteenth century. The Taiping Rebellion devastated much 
of southern China over a period of 20 years and resulted in the deaths 
of more than 20 million people. Christianity provided some of the 
inspiration for the bizarre and corrupted mixture of beliefs that made 
up the Taiping ideology. Hong Kong was the centre of some of this 
inspiration and became a refuge for some of the rebels and their 
families. Smith’s interest is not so much in ideas but in the details 
of the contacts between missionaries in Hong Kong and the Taiping 
rebels and their families. His study also traces the work of missionaries 
in preparing the most prominent of these rebels, Hung Jen-kan, for 
his vain attempt to introduce a truer version of Christianity into the 
Taiping capital at Nanking. The chapter concludes with a touching 
account of the fate of some of the remnants of the Taiping movement: 
the minor members and friends of the Taiping royal families who 
sought refuge in Hong Kong and help from missionaries to regain the 
life they had before the Taiping kingdom.
 The fi nal chapter in Part I (Chapter 5) examines the Hong Kong 
connections of a more successful revolutionary figure, Sun Yat-
sen. Sun’s baptism in Hong Kong by an American missionary in 
1883 was an important step towards his relationships with overseas 
Chinese communities, which later helped him raise funds for his 
various revolutionary enterprises. Smith also takes up here a theme 
explored in his study of the businessman Tsang Lai-sun in Chapter 4, 
and of the Tong brothers in Chapter 2: the formation of a network of 
interconnected Chinese families stretching beyond Hong Kong along 
the China Coast.
 Part II of Chinese Christians takes us deeper into the Chinese 
community of nineteenth-century Hong Kong, with two chapters 
that are among Carl Smith’s most original — and certainly his 
most influential — contributions to Hong Kong history. In place of 
the traditional generalizations about a murky, leaderless rabble of 
transients and criminals, Chapter 6 offers a detailed and documented 
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anatomy of an organized Chinese community, with a clear leadership 
and sense of identity. For much of this chapter, Chinese Christians 
give place to generally non-Christian contractors, merchants and 
government employees, who organized and gave shape to Chinese 
society prior to the formation of the Tung Wah Hospital — the 
headquarters of Chinese power — in the early 1870s. Here we meet 
some of early Hong Kong’s most colourful citizens: Loo Aqui, the 
sleazy head of the colony’s gambling and retail drug empires, and 
the main reason why early British rulers were so concerned about 
the kind of people settling in the colony; the wealthy Tam Achoy and 
Kwok Acheong, who became leaders of the early Chinese community; 
and the newspaper editor, Chan Oi-ting, who was to become China’s 
fi rst Consul-General in Havana.
 The final part of Chapter 6 notes the importance of Christian 
missions in producing leaders who could work out more effective 
and lasting relationships with the colonial government. This point 
is further brought out in Chapter 7, which explores the institutions 
and experiences that served as launching pads or stepping stones 
to success in nineteenth-century Hong Kong: the Church, western-
style education, government employment, marriage or liaison with 
Europeans, previous experience in other colonies, professional status, 
community service, and — common to nearly all of these categories 
— proficiency in the English language. While Chapter 6 deals with 
a kaleidoscope of characters and situations prior to the establishment 
of the Tung Wah Hospital, Chapter 7 presents a more certain route 
to dynastic power and influence in Hong Kong — the acquisition 
of English — a tool which had its origins in the old Canton system 
and which has continued to wield importance long after the period 
covered by this book. 
 The final three chapters contain Carl Smith’s reflections on the 
topics covered in Chinese Christians. These reflections take us into 
more abstract spheres. But they are still grounded in solid fact and 
gain strength from carefully chosen vignettes that sharply illustrate 
the conflicts and contradictions of nineteenth-century Hong Kong. 
The reader who wishes to know Smith’s personal view of Hong 
Kong history should look here rather than in the largely narrative 
introduction. The earlier chapters deal with largely progressive events 
and processes: the formation of communities, for example, the growth 
of understanding between people of different backgrounds, and the 
building of careers and family fortunes. These fi nal chapters take us 
into darker regions, and the observations in them are not comfortable 
ones. 
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 In Chapter 8, Smith dwells on the racial and cultural barriers 
between European missionaries and Chinese Christians, and on 
the anomalies in the position of missionaries in nineteenth-century 
China: their reliance on imperial power and on funding from opium 
merchants; the contradictions between Christian values and the 
behaviour of Europeans in China; the layers of distrust between 
missionaries and their students. Like the other concluding chapters, 
this one is packed with telling anecdotes and quotations, including 
a scathing attack on Christian hypocrisy from Chu Tak-leung, a 
language teacher who was dismissed by his missionary employers 
after they found opium-smoking equipment in his room. Chapter 
9 refl ects on the role of the Church in what Smith refers to as “the 
Hong Kong situation”: the city’s complex meaning for its Chinese 
inhabitants as a place of refuge, freedom and opportunity, yet also 
as a place in which they were marginalized from both the colonial 
community and their own origins. The final chapter (Chapter 10) 
explores another awkward issue in the early Church in Hong Kong 
— the conflicts, and the areas of concurrence, between traditional 
Chinese values and Christian teaching. Out of confl ict comes much 
confusion and frustration, but also some progress: a large part of this 
chapter discusses, with great sensitivity, the role of the Church in the 
quiet liberation of Chinese women in Hong Kong.

* * *

 It should be clear even from the bald summary above that 
Chinese Christians is not a simple book. Nor is it one that can be 
easily categorized. It contributes substantially to practically all aspects 
of Hong Kong history — social, economic, political, cultural — yet 
it cannot be described as a conventional “general history”. The title 
highlights Chinese Christians and Hong Kong. But some of the most 
important material in the book deals with people who barely came 
into contact with Christianity, and its geographical scope stretches the 
whole length of the China Coast, down to the Chinese communities 
in Southeast Asia, and across to California. This is a work primarily 
of social and cultural history, not of religious or church history: 
even the “Christians” are (according to ancient Hong Kong usage) 
exclusively Protestants, and not members of the larger community of 
Roman Catholics. The most seminal chapter — on the emergence of a 
Chinese élite in early Hong Kong — deals with men who hardly came 
into contact with Christianity at all. The focus of Chinese Christians 
is on social élites, yet many of its most memorable characters are 
those who fell by the wayside. 
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 Most striking of all, particularly to students of Hong Kong 
history brought up on the works of Endacott, Eitel and Sayer, Chinese 
Christians pays almost no direct attention to the colonial side of Hong 
Kong society. Compare this book, for example, with G.B. Endacott’s 
Biographical Sketch-book of Early Hong Kong, first published in 
1962, just a year or two after Carl Smith arrived in Hong Kong (and 
read John Carroll’s new introduction to this work for an explanation 
of Endacott’s entirely eurocentric approach).3  Chinese Christians 
moved the discussion of Hong Kong history away from its whiggish 
colonial framework, and away from the small number of Europeans 
who ran the official side of the colony, towards an understanding 
of the people who lived with (rather than under) colonial rule. The 
colonial presence is there, but it is a shadowy presence: governors, 
officials and European merchants are distant shadows, while men 
and women prominent in the Chinese community, but unheard of in 
most other histories, move to centre stage. The picture that emerges 
is not that of a passive, faceless Chinese community thriving under 
British tutelage, but one of men and women using the machinery 
of colonialism to launch professions, gather riches, secure political 
influence and build dynasties. Chinese Christians shows continuity, 
development, organization and self-awareness within the Chinese 
community, and particularly in its élites. In doing this, it quietly 
demolishes one of the central tenets of the traditional colonial 
histories: that the Chinese in Hong Kong were a passive, fragmented, 
loosely organized community of sojourners, who did not begin to 
look on Hong Kong as home until well into the twentieth century.
 One of the other tenets of traditional historical writing about 
Hong Kong has been the idea that important sources for Hong Kong 
history have disappeared, whether through periodic clearing-out 
exercises, through destruction during the Japanese occupation, or 
through consumption by white ants, or some other scourge. There is 
much truth in this idea. But often it was an excuse for assuming that 
the few sources that survived had been exhausted, and that there was 
not much that one could say about some aspects of Hong Kong history 
— particularly the Chinese experience — even if one wanted to. 
Chinese Christians decisively overturned this notion by showing how 
imagination, persistence, and careful cross-referencing could throw 
up all kinds of materials for producing a detailed and coherent picture 

3. G.B. Endacott, A Biographical Sketch-book of Early Hong Kong (with an 
introduction by John Carroll) (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2005).
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of Chinese life in the colony. It introduced new sources, used new 
methodology, and achieved a degree of accuracy that, among other 
things, makes it possible to reprint this work without the need of 
corrections, despite all of the new research that has been carried out 
since its original publication. 
 Prior to Carl Smith’s research (and with the exception of the 
notable work done on the rural areas by James Hayes and others), 
the source base for Hong Kong history had been notoriously narrow. 
Those few, such as Endacott, who bothered to research primary 
materials tended to stick to the core colonial archives, and to borrow 
many of their observations and conclusions from governors and senior 
officials. Those with insight and originality, like H.J. Lethbridge, 
bothered little with primary research. Smith’s investigations into the 
sources are exhaustive. They cover the colonial canon as a matter of 
course, though they take little from it. They extend to newspapers, 
missionary archives, Chinese-language materials, private letters and 
other sources. In a pioneering way, they also find rich material in 
land records, wills and other sources that had hardly been glanced 
at. Smith’s historical research is unprecedented in Hong Kong for its 
depth and detail, and it set new standards for Hong Kong history.
 Smith’s methodology is first to ask large questions and then to 
answer them by distilling masses of carefully organized research 
material into answers. There is a hint of how this process works 
on page 167 of Chinese Christians, where, having outlined the 
anatomy of the English-speaking Chinese élite in nineteenth-century 
Hong Kong, Smith says (with customary understatement) that his 
purpose in writing the chapter is “to refi ne some of the raw material, 
to systematize some of the data, before any positive sociological 
statements … could be made”. This process of refinement can be 
roughly summarized as follows:
• Information is gleaned from the primary sources and added 

(originally by hand and later by typewriter) to 8” by 5” library 
index cards, which are organized in fi ling cabinets according to 
individual names. Smith has, during nearly 50 years of research, 
accumulated some 140,000 of these index cards. Further 
records are organized according to neighbourhoods, streets and 
landholdings.

• Big questions — Did becoming Christians make converts less 
Chinese and more westernized? Did their social and economic 
position change? — are asked, and answers are sought from the 
huge mass of material accumulated on the index cards.
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• The information on the index cards is pieced together according 
to topic, family, neighbourhood or institution and then transferred 
into a more narrative or explanatory format.

• The text is refined and moulded into material suitable for 
publication.

• Broad refl ections and conclusions are added. 

 The style of Chinese Christians reflects this methodology. The 
work contains arguments and observations that are often strikingly 
original and sometimes controversial. But it is not a tightly organized 
thesis with the usual exposition, development and recapitulation: 
one important reason for this is that the research comes before, 
rather than after, the development of hypotheses, so that almost no 
fragment of information, however commonplace, is left ungleaned. 
The first impression may be that Chinese Christians is simple 
narrative or description, and, because it is largely biographical or 
prosopographical, much of it is indeed storytelling, though of a 
concentrated kind. Every so often, however, Smith steps back to 
observe the significance of what he has just described: the brief 
but focused conclusions to each chapter reveal that all of the 
detailed material in it serves to answer a clear set of questions, or 
to demonstrate broad observations. Smith himself compares this to 
“looking at a tree or a shrub in a great forest, perhaps getting lost for 
a while, and then beginning to see what this tree or that shrub had in 
relation to its neighbours, and suddenly seeing the whole ecological 
picture”.4 

 There are three further ingredients in Smith’s methodology. His 
remarkably precise memory of his own research tells him where to 
look among these thousands of index cards and gives him a control 
over his sources that is not readily available to the many researchers 
who use his cards for casual reference. His historical imagination, 
which ranges across the decades and into the very streets and homes 
of people in nineteenth-century Hong Kong, enables him to think 
through the choices, experiences and preoccupations of his subjects. 
His judgement and common sense, combined with the soundness of 
the research, never fail to maintain the confi dence of the reader. 

* * *

 4. Quoted in May Holdsworth, Foreign Devils: Expatriates in Hong Kong 
(Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 2002), 147.
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 Chinese Christians, along with works by Henry Lethbridge, 
James Hayes, Elizabeth Sinn, David Faure, Chan Wai-kwan and 
Tsai Jung-fang, is one of the key texts in what might be called the 
Hong Kong school of Hong Kong history. Although its practitioners 
have never consciously claimed to be promoting a school, they can 
be easily differentiated from the Colonial school and the Nationalist 
school by their focus on Hong Kong and its people, rather than on 
the problems of colonial government or on Hong Kong as a topic 
in diplomatic relations. The Hong Kong schools tends to place 
Hong Kong’s inhabitants, with all their complex experience and 
relationships, in the foreground, and to push the governors and 
offi cials who dominate the colonial and nationalist accounts into the 
background. In its methodological approach, the Hong Kong school 
makes wide use of previously untapped sources, particularly Chinese-
language sources, and deploys the traditional colonial sources in a 
new and more critical way. Its centre of gravity, to use Smith’s words, 
is in the life of ordinary people “and how they adapted or did not 
adapt to a colonial situation and the reasons for it”.5 

 More broadly, and looking beyond Hong Kong, Smith’s work 
on élite formation and social organization in Chinese and colonial 
cities can be likened to the work of William Rowe and Ho Ping-
ti on China, and of Christopher Bayly and David Arnold on India. 
These historians have, like Smith, pioneered research into structures 
of power and continuity that complement or compete with those 
laid down by governments. Smith himself makes reference to earlier 
writings by Max Weber and R.H. Tawney in explaining the function 
of Christianity (or more specifi cally Protestantism) in the creation of 
wealthy élites.6 Outside of a few footnotes on works by other Hong 
Kong historians, this is the extent of his reference to other scholars. 
When asked about how his work fi ts into a larger historiography, he 
says that he is just fi lling in the gaps left by the more offi cial colonial 
historians. If asked about his infl uence on other scholars, he tends to 
talk about graduate students who have recently sparked an interest. 
 This is characteristic Smith understatement, and a reminder that 
his consuming passion is pure historical search rather than theorizing 
or self-refl ection. Needless to say, his infl uence has been far greater 
than he would have us believe. It extends to practically all of the 

 5. Ibid.
 6. Smith, Chinese Christians, 193. The works referred to are Max Weber, The 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism and R.H. Tawney, Religion and the 
Rise of Capitalism. 
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historians who have worked on Hong Kong over the last three or four 
decades: there are few among them who have not drawn material and 
ideas from his published works, and many who would have written 
a very different version of events had these works not existed. This 
infl uence comes not just from the contents of these works, but in what 
Smith has revealed about the source base for Hong Kong history and 
in the exceptionally high standards he has set for accuracy. Equally 
important, Smith’s massive card index, a copy of which is now kept 
at the Hong Kong Public Records Office, has been delved into by 
researchers into all aspects of Hong Kong’s past and treated almost 
as a canon of primary sources on early Hong Kong society. This is no 
small achievement for a historian who began his research as a sideline 
to his vocation in the Church.
 Carl Thurman Smith was born on 10 March 1918 at Dayton, 
Ohio: Dayton was at that time a moderately large industrial city, and 
the home of Orville and Wilbur Wright, the pioneers of aviation. Smith 
took a Bachelor of Arts degree at DePauw University, Greencastle, 
Indiana in 1940 and graduated from the Union Theological Seminary, 
New York as a Master of Divinity in 1943. In the same year he was 
ordained as minister in the Evangelical and Reformed Church (now 
the United Church of Christ). After two years as Pastor of Dewey 
Avenue Reformed Church, Rochester, New York, he became Founding 
Pastor of St Stephen’s United Church of Christ at Philadelphia. Then, 
in 1960, he decided he wanted go into missionary work and joined the 
United Board for World Ministries, which sent him, after a few months 
of Cantonese training at Yale University, to the Hong Kong Council of 
the Church of Christ in China. In Hong Kong he lectured in theology 
first at the Church’s Theological Institute in Tuen Mun, and then 
between 1962 and 1983 at Chung Chi Seminary and its successor, the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong. 
 While still a schoolboy, and later during his time as pastor in 
Philadelphia, he developed an interest in family history and genealogy 
— both his own and that of other people in the places in which he 
lived. In Hong Kong, when asked to teach a course on the history of 
the Protestant Church in China, he discovered that most of the books 
on this subject “dealt with what the missionaries did and not who the 
Chinese converts were”. Smith was not willing to teach the subject 
just from the missionary point of view.

I thought to myself — the students are young Chinese who 
would be working with Chinese people, and they ought to know 
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more about the origins of the Church as it affected Chinese lives. 
I thought I would try and get as much material as I could about 
early Chinese converts in the missions, particularly in this area of 
China, using the same methodology that I had employed for my 
genealogical research in the USA and looking at all the archives I 
could fi nd.7 

 This, then, was the stimulus for the research that went into 
Chinese Christians, and the explanation of its unusual methodology: 
fundamental questions about the impact of Christianity on individual 
lives; and genealogical research transformed into historical research 
into communities and social networks. 
 In 1983 Smith formally retired from teaching, although he 
continued to give courses at various universities in Hong Kong. He 
then devoted most of his time and energy to his research into Hong 
Kong and China Coast history. In 2002, at the age of 84, when he 
might be expected to start to take life easy, he took on a full-time 
position with the Instituto Cultural of Macau, under whose auspices 
he is continuing work begun some years ago on the history of society 
and social élites in Macau. He now spends most of his time in Macau, 
returning to Hong Kong from time to time for meetings, seminars and 
other events. There has been no relaxation in his work routine, which 
begins early in the morning and stretches into the evening, although it 
now usually includes a generous afternoon nap. 
 We might expect a man who spends most of his waking hours 
sifting through land records and old newspapers to be a somewhat 
solitary, obsessive figure, with perhaps little time or inclination for 
socializing. Carl Smith is quite the opposite of this. He has often said 
that the greatest reward from his work is the large number of friends 
that it has introduced him to. These are friends, new and old, from all 
parts of the world and from all walks of life, who visit or correspond 
with him about all aspects of Hong Kong history. His home is rarely 
free of visitors, who come not just for the index cards but to find 
what cannot be set down in writing or tracked in footnotes: the 
advice, insights and guidance of a scholar with nearly half a century 
of research behind him. Many have gone to him to clarify facts or fi ll 
gaps, but have come away with new ideas and questions about the 
patterns and shapes of Hong Kong history. 

 7. Quoted in Holdsworth, Foreign Devils, 144.
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 Yet it would be misleading to present Carl Smith as some grand 
patriarchal fi gure, or as a solemn oracle with an answer for everything 
and an aversion to small talk. He has many questions of his own to 
ask, and (after research) his great passion is conversation. His interest 
is in people, and he listens as much as he speaks. Like all good 
conversation, talk with him tends to stray well beyond its starting 
point, and, given his curiosity about the foibles of historical figures 
(living and dead), often becomes irreverent. The welcome he gives 
to those who consult him, and the complete absence of any sense of 
proprietorship over his research have set the tone for the collegial way 
in which Hong Kong history is practised. The humour and the warmth 
have created many lasting friendships. The interest he takes in other 
people’s research makes him the greatest single source on what other 
Hong Kong scholars are working on at any given time.
 Chinese Christians was first published when Hong Kong’s 
transition from British colony to Special Administrative Region 
of China had just begun. A year before, in 1984, Great Britain 
and China had made their Joint Declaration on the future of Hong 
Kong. Although the declaration gave many reassurances, there were 
concerns about whether people in Hong Kong would continue to 
enjoy their traditional way of life after 1997. In the spirit of the times, 
and in keeping with the subject matter of the book, the introduction 
and epilogue to Chinese Christians raises questions about the 
prospects for freedom of research and religion in the territory, and the 
future path of institutions such as the Royal Asiatic Society (which 
co-published the book) and the Christian Church. Twenty years on, 
many of these questions are now being answered. People still worship 
freely. The Hong Kong Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society held on 
to its royal connections in 1997 and now has more members than it 
had in 1985. Stimulated by world interest in Hong Kong in the run-
up to 1997, academic research is fl ourishing, especially in the fi eld of 
Hong Kong studies. In many ways, Chinese Christians asks, and goes 
a long way towards answering, more fundamental historical questions 
about the nature and origins of Hong Kong society. This book is 
important to anyone with an interest in Hong Kong’s development as 
a city, and particularly to those who may believe that a “Hong Kong 
identity” was a creation of the late twentieth century.
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