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History or Her-Story? The Role of Yenching College for Women in the  
Establishment of Yenching University 

March 22, 2019 

Good afternoon! I’m so pleased to be here with you this afternoon. 

Professor Niu invited me to come talk with you about my research into the early 
history of Yenching University—specifically what role the Yenching College for 
Woman played in the establishment and success of Yenching University—and what 
I’ve learned using the Peking University Archives.  

First of all, this is not a lecture. OK? This is just a talk, a sharing. I hope it will be 
informative and fun.  

I would like to divide this talk into three main parts, with discussion and questions at 
the end.  

First, I will give you some background as to why I am studying this. How did I get 
interested in Yenching University?  

Second, Why have I come to BeiDa to use the BeiDa Archives? What have I been 
looking for? What was my initial thesis? What have I discovered? And how has what I 
have found changed my initial thesis? 

This will give me an opportunity to share with you my thoughts on historical 
research—history vs. her-story—using Yenching University and Yenching College for 
Women as an example.  

Third, I’ll show you some fun photographs I’ve found in the Archives of Yenching 
University in the late 1920s and early 1930s, and see what’s still here on the BeiDa 
campus now. 

Finally, I hope there is time for Q&A. 

OK? Let’s begin. If I speak too quickly or you don’t understand something, please let 
me know. This isn’t a lecture—it’s like a conversation—so feel free to ask questions. 

How did I get interested in Yenching University? 

My grandmother. My grandmother taught chemistry at Yenching University in 1923-
24, the year before she was married. As a child, I was fascinated by the Chinese 
artifacts in her home—porcelain figurines, paintings, tapestries, rugs, rice bowls—
and when I was old enough to understand that there was a country called China, I 
decided at a very early age I wanted to go there.  
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Unfortunately, at the time, the US and China had no diplomatic relationship so I had 
no hope of going to China until my junior year in college in 1979 (yes, I’m very old). 
So immediately the summer of 1979 I started studying Chinese at UC Berkeley with 
the first Chinese teachers from Mainland China to come to the US in 50 years! 

After I graduated from college, I was too poor to go to China as a tourist, and wasn’t 
an expert in anything, so I decided to get my master’s degree in teaching English and 
in 1982 I went with a group of teachers from UCLA to Guangzhou, 中山大学
(ZhongShanDaXue) at the Ministry of Education’s 英语培训中心
(YingYuPeiXunZhongXin) to teach English to brilliant graduate students in science—
biology, chemistry, physics—who were going to the US for their PhDs. I taught there 
for 1 year and then taught English at 复旦大学 (Fudan University) in Shanghai for 
another year. I went to Cornell University to study law, married my husband—a 
biochemist I had met at ZhongShanDaXue!—had 2 children and the whole family 
moved to Hong Kong in 1993 when my law firm opened a branch there. 

All this time I was becoming more interested in finding out about my grandmother’s 
experience in China. I had copies of all the letters she had written to her fiancée 
when she was teaching at Yenching. I also discovered that her mother, my great-
grandmother (曾外祖母 zhengwaizumu) Corabel Tarr Boyd, was instrumental in 
establishing the Yenching College for Women. In the early 1920s a group of American 
Christian Women raised US$3million to build 7 Christian colleges for women in Asia—
3 in China –Yenching, Ginling, QiRu (燕京, 金陵, 齐鲁女子医学院), 3 in India and 1 in 
Japan. After their daughter’s experience at Yenching in 1923, Corabel and her 
husband, William Boyd, personally contributed US$100,000 to build a gymnasium for 
women at Yenching University as well as scholarships for women to study physical 
education.  

My husband, Xie Yong, was a visiting professor at BeiDa in January 1998 and the 
whole family moved to Beijing. The kids went to BeiDa FuXiao and I began my 
research in the Archives—the first foreigner to be allowed into the Archives in 50 
years! That was because the President of BeiDa at the time, President Chen JiaEr, was 
a friend of my husband’s, as was the head of the Library, Professor Lin BeiDian (also a 
history professor). So they got me into the Archives to begin my research in the 
Yenching Archives which are still here! 

You are all too young to remember but that year, 1998, was BeiDa’s 100th 
Anniversary. And President Chen JiaEr invited my mother and me to represent or 
family’s contribution to BeiDa at the 100th anniversary celebration in the Great Hall of 
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the People. [The BeiDa celebrations were held in front of the former Boyd 
Gymnasium for Women, donated by my great grandparents.] 

 

Unfortunately, I had to discontinue my research when the US accidentally bombed 
the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, but the then Vice President Hao Bin (also a 
professor in the History Department) told me, “Take the long view, like we Chinese 
do. There will be a time when you can come back and continue your research.” 

I really didn’t think much more about it until a year and ½ ago when my cousin, Ginny 
Rowan Smith, emailed me and said she wanted to visit BeiDa and would I show her 
around? She and I share the same great grandparents and she wanted to learn more 
about what William and Corabel Boyd had done in China.  

So I got back in touch with Professor Niu and he arranged for us to meet with 
President Hao Ping (also originally a professor in the History Department). They 
arranged for me to become a visiting scholar in the History Department for 3 months 
to return to my research in the Arhives. We also met with Director Yuan Ming of the 
Yenching Academy. We were amazed and delighted to discover that this Academy is 
built directly underneath the original Boyd Gymnasium for women and occupies 
some of the former women’s dormitories that my great-grandparents helped to 
build! So cool! 



4 
 

 

2nd from left: Ginny, President Hao Ping, Heather, Xie Yong, Head of Archives 

 

Heather and Ginny in front of the former “Boyd Gymnasium for Women” 
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So thanks to Professor Niu and President Hao Ping, I’m back! 

 

Steps leading to lecture hall and 
gathering spaces for Yenching Academy 
under the “Boyd Gymnasium.”  
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2. So, what did I come to the Archives to find out? What was my initial thesis? 
What have I discovered? And how has what I have found changed my initial thesis?  

I started this whole project with primary source material that I had already—all my 
grandmother’s letters that she wrote to her fiancée and her mother the year she was 
in China. And I have Corabel Tarr Boyd’s letters from when she was in Beijing in 1929 
for the Opening Ceremony of Yenching University.  

I also had newspaper articles about Corabel when she was young—she was the first 
secretary of the International YWCA and had traveled to China and India in the late 
1890s before she was married! And Wellesley College, a women’s college in 
Massachusetts that was a sister college to the Yenching College for Women, 
published many articles about Yenching. Here’s an example from May 3, 1923 “Letter 
from Yenching Thanks Wellesley for Gift”: 
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From my personal research, I knew that women like my great grandmother and my 
grandmother had been very important in the establishment of Yenching College for 
Women, and my thesis was that the Yenching Women’s College was in turn, very 
important for the establishment and success of Yenching University as a whole.  

So what I have been doing in the Archives for 3 months is reviewing all the historical 
documents in the Yenching Archives from 1916—when the 3 Christian colleges in 
northern China started talking about uniting to form one university—until 1937—
when the Japanese invasion forced the campus to close and the University moved to 
Chengdu for a year. 

I have found letters and telegrams to and from China and the Board of Trustees in 
New York, minutes of the Board of Managers in Beijing, minutes of faculty meetings, 
correspondence with building supply companies, financial information about the 
exchange rate, budgets, architectural plans, published college catalogues, yearbooks, 
etc. It’s been fascinating. 

So what have I discovered? And how has what I have found changed my initial 
thesis? 

First, I have discovered evidence of the influence of the Yenching College for Women 
on the establishment of Yenching University. In at least 5 ways. 

1. The name of Yenching University in English. In 1917, three Christian colleges 
merged—one named Peking University. Others didn’t like the fact that the new 
union college kept the old name (and the old president!) In 1920 when the 
women joined the united college, they called their college the Yenching 
College for Women in both English and Chinese. Not until 1925 did the 
University as a whole adopt the English name of Yenching Universiy. Here’s the 
original logo and school motto: 
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2. Finances. As I mentioned, a group that called themselves American Christian 
Women of which my great-grandmother was a leader, raised US$3million for 7 
Christian colleges for women in Asia, one of which was Yenching College for 
Women. After my grandmother’s experience teaching at Yenching, my great-
grandmother persuaded the group to give the largest share to Yenching 
College for Women—US$600,000! This was enough to build all the women’s 
buildings—the Russian building, the NanBeiLou (南北楼), the women’s 
dormitories—now Yenching Academy, and they had enough left over to build 
the chemistry building and contribute to the library (now the Archives), which 
were used by both men and women. They also paid 1/3 of all the operating 
expenses for the university. 

3. Influence abroad. The women were powerful influencers in the US. 
Remember, this was the time when women in the US got the right to vote and 
were pushing amendments to the Constitution, etc. They had enormous 
influence on their husbands, on public opinion and on the country as a whole. 
Many of the men who are praised for their contributions to Yenching 
University had very strong wives behind them pushing them to contribute!  

4. Chinese faculty and language for instruction. From the beginning, the 
Women’s college had a higher proportion of Chinese to foreign faculty 
members than did the Men’s college. Also many of the courses offered at the 
Women’s College were taught in Chinese. Some of the girls that came to the 
Women’s college had very limited English. The Women’s college established a 
YuKe (预科) school to train these girls in English, but at the same time, these 
women students were able to take subject courses in Chinese. In the Men’s 
college a majority of the faculty were foreign and so almost all the courses 
were taught in English at first. But with the women leading the way, eventually 
over 2/3 of the faculty at the University were Chinese and most of the courses 
were offered in Chinese or were bilingual. 

5. Excellent Faculty. Many of the professors in the Men’s College were women, 
and quite a few were “borrowed” from the Women’s College. My grandmother 
is an example. She not only taught chemistry in the Women’s College, she also 
taught organic chemistry in the Men’s college and Chemistry to both men and 
women at the Peking Union Medical College.  

Second, I learned personally that my great-grandmother role in this project was 
much greater than I had thought. In reports by the Dean of the Women’s College, I 
found that Corabel was the Chairman of the Promotion Committee of the New York-
based Yenching College Committee for the Women’s College throughout the mid-
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1920s. Every year the Dean praises her by name for her tireless efforts on behalf of 
the Women’s College raising funds and making friends for the university. The reports 
also continue to wish for funds to come to build a gymnasium for the women, as they 
have no place to exercise during the bitter cold winters. Finally, in 1929, my great-
grandmother finally finds someone to donate to the gym. Guess who? Yes, her 
husband!  

I discovered that my great-grandmother was not only on the Board for the Women’s 
College, she was one of a very few women on the Board of Trustees for Yenching 
University until she died in 1937! (not her husband) 

How has this changed my initial thesis? It has confirmed my suspicions that Women 
made a big difference on the establishment and success of Yenching University. 

Let me end this part of the talk by sharing with you what I’ve found about my great 
grandmother. As the secretary of the International YWCA, Corabel was invited to 
speak all over America about the status of women in the world. She is quoted in this 
1890 newspaper report “Christian Young Women” covering the 3rd annual 
convention of the YWCA.  

 

“When woman began to realize her individuality she began to reach out her hand to 
do something for other women, and to help mankind generally.” This was her driving 
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force from the time she was young—about your age. She wanted women to 
recognize their identity and their ability to serve—to change the world. Like 
Yenching’s motto: Freedom through truth for service.  

She raised daughters who went fearlessly out into the world—two as scientists (a 
biologist and a chemist) and one as a journalist. Her granddaughters, like my mother, 
became professors and scientists. Her great-granddaughters, like me and my cousin 
Ginny, became lawyers, business women, professors, and archivists. Who knows 
what her great great-granddaughters, like my daughter, will accomplish? 

And look what has happened to the work she began by supporting the Yenching 
College for Women! Corabel died in 1937. She would have LOVED to know that the 
building she and her husband built and the women’s dorms she raised money for 
have become the center for students from around the world to learn more about 
China. And that it’s called the Yenching Academy. (There are quite a number of 
women Yenching Fellows, too, I noticed!) 

What does this story tell us about the study of history? First of all, it’s not always 
just “history”—dig deep and you’ll find that it could be “her-story.” I am glad they 
honored Corabel as well as William at the Opening Ceremony in 1929. 
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In every official document from 1920 through the early 1930s, the history of 
Yenching University includes the Yenching College for Women joining the three male 
colleges in 1920. [history] UNTIL 1936!! In the “Historical Statement in the 1936 
Guidebook for Students there is no mention at all about the Women’s College! So 
her-story was buried—until now! 

Don’t settle for the current view of an historical situation or a surface explanation. Go 
to original documents and find out what was really going on. Then make your own 
conclusions. 

Second, and this is for everyone here: what you do with your life matters. You may 
not live to see the result of your efforts, but history tells us that what you do makes a 
difference. Corabel in her 20s could have no idea that her work on behalf of 
educating women would some day be part of Peking University. My grandmother 
could never have imagined that her pioneering work in teaching women students to 
exercise, play basketball and volleyball would be part of a movement that would 
make Chinese women athletes number one in the world! You have no idea the 
impact of what you do in your life will have on the world. So believe in yourself. Live 
your passion. Freedom through truth for service. 

Thank you! 

 

Q&A 

If you have time, we can look at some photos of the campus—then and now. 

 



13 
 

 

 

2019 Map of Peking University campus 

1931 Map of Yenching University 
campus 


