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Abstract. Recent literature has highlighted the close relationship between the American Pres-
byterian Congo Mission (APCM) and the government of the Belgian Congo. Despite a 
libel trial in 1909, which saw the APCM face a key Belgian ally in court, historians, such 
as Ira Dworkin and Simon Mbau, have emphasised their co-operation following the dis-
pute. This article adds to literature on the APCM and Belgian imperialism by exploring 
the beliefs they shared during their formative years and so well before the trial. While there 
were differences in their approaches to African societies, both saw what they considered 
“civilization” emanating from a core of white, male elites. Léopold II and the APCM’s allies 
also wanted to exile those who challenged their privileges at home to the Congo. Finally, 
the APCM became well placed to facilitate the Belgian regime’s later appetite for industrial 
education as it was important in many of its missionaries early schooling.

Keywords. Congo Free State (CFS), American Presbyterian Congo Mission (APCM), Bel-
gian Colonialism, Africa. 

Introduction

This article compares the early history of the American Presbyterian 
Congo Mission (APCM) with that of the Congo Free State (CFS). While 
scholars have examined the formation of the CFS at length (DUJARDIN 
and ROSOUX 2009; MESQUITA 2007), the creation of the APCM has not 
been examined in as much detail and neither has it been set alongside Belgian 
imperial thought during the late nineteenth century. Yet exploring the ways 
in which the rhetoric, racial thinking, and educational philosophies of these 
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institutions coincided helps explain why they collaborated with each other 
before and after a libel trial that saw the APCM and a key CFS ally oppose 
each other in court in 1909 (BENEDETTO 1996: 16). 

Both the APCM and Léopold II, the Belgian monarch (r.1865-1909), 
saw what they considered to be “civilization” as something that radiated from 
a core of white men with those they identified as black or African serving in 
auxiliary roles (SAMARIN 2019: 41-60). The racial hierarchies that structu-
red the APCM can be explained in a large part by referring to its origins. The 
APCM was part of the Presbyterian Church in the United States’ (PCUS’) 
mission network. The PCUS was founded in the New South following the 
Civil War (DWORKIN 2013: 203). Although it had African American mem-
bers, they enjoyed scant representation in the Church’s governing hierarchy 
(SWANN and REESE 2007: 50-51). And so, as important as William Hen-
ry Sheppard (1865-1927) was to the APCM, American Presbyterian work 
in the Congo would not have begun were it not for Samuel Norwell Laps-
ley’s (1866-1892) involvement given the racialised mission hierarchies cha-
racteristic of PCUS outreach in Africa during the early nineteenth century. 
Sheppard had repeatedly petitioned the PCUS to establish a Congolese mis-
sion, for example, but to no avail prior to Lapsley’s arrival. When Lapsley 
died, and an African American headed the APCM, the PCUS sent William 
McCutchen Morrison (1867-1918), a white man, to lead the APCM in 1896, 
as soon as it could (MORRISON 2021: 13). The frequency of missionary 
deaths was such that such upending of racial hierarchies did occasionally 
happen in central African missions, especially between the 1860s and early 
1890s2. But, by 1914, the earlier willingness of white-dominated mission 
boards to send African American missionaries had declined and so the AP-
CM’s experience in the 1890s would not be repeated until much later on3.

Like the APCM, Léopold II also believed in white, androcentric hierar-
chies even if he did have African American acquaintances for a time, notably 
in the form of George Washington Williams (1849-1891), a soldier, minister, 
and politician (ELNAIEM 2021). Williams initially supported the king’s im-
perial project yet he turned against it soon after he visited the CFS in 1890, 
which meant that the Belgian monarch ended up with few if any African 
American allies by 1891, when the APCM arrived in the Congo (FRANK-
LIN 1998: 189, 210). Léopold II relied heavily on white men to lead his state. 
As such, his CFS quickly came to exemplify the white, male governed hier-
archy that was so prevalent among colonial regimes in Africa at the time, in 

2  I am very grateful to one of my referees for this point. 
3  I am very grateful to one of my referees for this point. 
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which Africans were not promoted to metropolitan executive roles despite 
playing a vital role in the state’s realization4. Unsurprisingly, the king had a 
strong preference for Belgian administrators and so nationality also played an 
important role in determining who he promoted to executive positions. And 
it goes almost without repeating that there were no black Belgians represent-
ed in the upper echelons of the CFS’ government5. Very few colonial schools 
or mission boards helped Africans to pursue metropolitan leadership posi-
tions within imperial governments. The Baptist Mission Society (BMS) was 
relatively exceptional in training Africans for leadership within its own ranks 
during the period in question (BURROUGHS 2022)6. Even then, though, 
such training rarely if ever led them to securing jobs in the British colonial 
government. 

Belgian imperialists relied on missionaries to educate a low-paid and/
or unpaid labour force to further their exploitation of Congolese resources. 
During its foundation phase in the nineteenth century, the APCM set itself 
up for a much closer collaboration with Belgian colonialists after the CFS 
ended in 1908 given that its missionaries were already familiar with industrial 
education by that time (MARKOWITZ 1973: 53). Industrial education, in 
Angela Zimmerman’s words, “did not mean vocational schooling but rath-
er imparting an aptitude and enthusiasm for physical labor” that dovetailed 
neatly with colonial exploitation (ZIMMERMAN 2010: 22). In this regard, 
the collaboration between Léopold II and the APCM mirrored the situation 
that Zimmerman found in Togoland under German rule in which missionar-
ies embraced industrial education even if they did not do so as wholehearted-
ly as the APCM did in the Congo (ZIMMERMAN 2010: 1). The APCM had 
been heavily influenced by the industrial education curriculums that were 
taught in the US by Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) af-
ter Sheppard, who had attended such institutions, co-founded the Mission in 
1891 (DWORKIN 2017: 34). Sheppard continued to recruit African Ameri-
cans from HBCUs, such as Alonzo (1879-1954) and Althea Brown Edmiston 
(1874-1937), into the APCM (HILL 2020: 18). Consequently, the collabo-
ration between the CFS and the APCM accelerated as the twentieth century 
progressed and especially with regard to industrial education. 

4  For more on African agency during Léopold’s conquest of the Congo, see: GORDON 2017: 133-168.
5  Neither the CFS nor its successor, the Belgian Congo, had a figure such as Félix Éboué (1884-1944), e.g., a 

black person who rose through the ranks to become governor of an entire colony, as there was in French Africa: 
see: WEINSTEIN 1972. The Presbyterians also had nationality in mind when espousing “civilization”, as they 
believed in “righteous American Protestant civilization”, see: COLEMAN 1980: 43.

6  I would like to thank one of my anonymous referees for this insight. Examples of Congolese people who were 
sent back to leadership positions can be found in BURROUGHS 2022. 
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Ideas of exile also played an important if more ambiguous role in the 
founding of both the APCM and the CFS. Léopold II, ever keen to conflate 
his personal interests with those of the Belgian state, believed that the idea of a 
territory that could be used as an outlet for those whose ambitions were frus-
trated in the metropole had rhetorical appeal. For example, one of his closest 
allies, Henry Wellington Wack, reported that he had "found a colony for the 
surplus population of the small state of which he is King’’ (WACK 1905: 3). 
To be sure, the King's own utterances pertaining to colonization as a means 
of decreasing social pressures amid a rapidly industrialising economy was not 
the most common way in which he publicly justified his imperial project. The 
rhetoric of “civilization” was often front and centre of his justifications for 
plundering Central Africa. As Wack noted at the 1876 Conference, for exam-
ple, Léopold opined that he wished to “open to civilization the only part of 
the globe to which it not yet penetrated” (WACK 1905: 9). The idea of exile 
was arguably more important to some of the APCM’s allies, though. 

Rather than an outlet for frustrated ambition, the APCM’s contacts in the 
US political realm, especially John Tyler Morgan (1824-1927), wanted to use 
the Congo as a place to which African Americans could be exiled (FRY 1985: 
329-346). Morgan believed that the colonization of the Congo was a means 
of dealing with the problematic race relations that had resulted from the US’ 
failed reconstruction era. This is not to argue that Lapsley and Sheppard were 
colonists, rather that the APCM’s progress was speeded by allies who were. 
The Congo appears to be rather exceptional with regard to American Presby-
terian mission work during this time since its northern equivalent, the Pres-
byterian Church in the United States of America (PCUSA), and its missions 
in Cameroon and Gabon, never collaborated with those who brought up the 
dream of reviving “colonization”7.

None of the arguments presented in this article are meant to deny the 
very real differences between the APCM’s formation and that of the CFS. 
For instance, Léopold II embarked on his conquest of the Congo in a large 
part in search of wealth. Guy Vanthemsche (2012: 17) described the acquisi-
tion of a sustainable source of independent revenue as the king’s “basic mo-
tive” - even if other factors played into what Vincent Viaene (2008: 750, 752) 
termed his colonial “doctrine.” Just as he imagined that extracting resources 
from a Central African Java would act as a new budget the growing Belgian 
bourgeoisie could “devour”, he was also acutely aware of what he himself 
could exploit (VIAENE 2008: 750). Conversely, Protestant evangelism, or, 

7  I am grateful to one of my anonymous referees for this insight. 
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in a leading APCM member’s own words, the bearing of “the Gospel of the 
grace of God”, stood at the core of the APCM’s mission in Africa (BEDING-
ER 1920: 17). And, while the APCM enjoyed consequential connections 
to prominent statesmen, it was facilitated by them and not driven by them. 
As in Zimmerman’s (2010: 163) Togo case, missionaries occasionally took 
umbrage against the colonial state. The North German Mission in particular 
“rejected the idea that they should help impart labor discipline, as the state 
demanded”, just as the APCM eventually campaigned against CFS atrocities 
(ZIMMERMAN 2010: 163).   

Their differences notwithstanding, this article explores the similarities be-
tween the APCM’s origins and those of Léopoldian imperialism by examining 
as wider variety of sources as is possible. Given Léopold II’s sparse “imperial 
preaching”, the material for this article is limited as far as the king’s own utter-
ances are concerned (VIAENE 2008: 742). Yet he nonetheless made a range 
of revealing statements concerning his CFS project that help us to reconstruct 
his thinking on the matter. Some of these utterances were recorded by his allies, 
who published them in English and French publications. One of the foremost 
examples of these was Wack’s (1905) book entitled The Story of the Congo. Sim-
ilarly, Presbyterian motives for undertaking a mission specifically to the Congo 
are sparsely adumbrated in the relevant archives. Instead, missionaries involved 
in the APCM tend to take idea of a Presbyterian mission to Central Africa for 
granted (SCHALOFF 1970). At the same time, there is not nearly as much ma-
terial pertaining to the early lives of some of the key Presbyterian missionaries, 
such as Sheppard, as there is about their later mission careers. Yet, much as with 
Léopold II, elements of early APCM missiological thought can be adduced in 
part from published works, not least autobiographies, by senior church mem-
bers notably Sheppard and John Leighton Wilson (1809-1885). Minutes of key 
committee meetings are also employed to help reconstruct American Presbyte-
rian thinking about the emergence of their Congo mission8.

1. “Restoring the Condition of the Working Classes”: Léopold 
II’s “Colonial Doctrine”, White Politicians in the New South, 
and Ideas of Exile

At first glance, the arrival of the APCM in the CFS in 1891 represented 
the meeting of two distinctly unrelated projects (PHIPPS 2002: 17). Rather 

8  Minutes can overlook areas of disagreement as those who record meetings seek to avoid any ambiguities but can 
nonetheless provide important resources for reconstructing the past, see: GIBSON 2022: 643-669.
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than being motivated by evangelization, as the APCM was, Léopold II and 
his CFS project were ostensibly animated by a very different set of concerns. 
In part, the Belgian monarch had statecraft in mind when conceiving of his 
“colonial doctrine” (VIAENE 2008: 751). The amputation of Limberg and 
Luxembourg from Belgium in 1839 in particular had meant that he believed 
that his nascent state had been rendered incomplete (VIAENE 2008: 753). 
Initially, therefore, he wanted to “complete” Belgium in Europe by invading 
several majority-Catholic provinces of the Netherlands in 1854 (VIAENE 
2008: 753). Yet, this proved unworkable after Napoleon III (r.1852-1870) 
failed to reassure him that he would not face a French military challenge to his 
plans (HOCHSCHILD 2019: 23). As European “compensation” for “lost” 
Belgian lands proved impossible, Léopold II came to believe that Belgium 
would have to be “completed” overseas (VIAENE 2008: 754). Consequently, 
he planned on leasing the Philippines from Spain, but this also proved un-
workable (GREINDI 1962). It was only later, after having read about Henry 
Morton Stanley’s (1841-1904) and Verney Lovett Cameron’s (1844-1894) 
journeys there, that Léopold II settled on central Africa as a site for what be-
came the CFS (EMERSON 1979: 74).  

Yet, alongside his desire for territorial “compensation”, Léopold II’s co-
lonial “doctrine” also emerged from what he argued a colony could do to 
forestall a socialist revolution in Belgium. After a relatively popular workers’ 
revolt in 1886, which shocked many Belgian elites, the king wrote that “eco-
nomic and colonial expansion . . . would improve the condition of [Belgian] 
working classes [and] restore peace” (VIAENE 2008: 751). According to this 
line of argument, the king’s rationale was that new Congolese markets, and 
the budgets with which to engage them, could be “devoured” by those Bel-
gians who were struggling to satisfy their ambitions at home - even if those 
markets ultimately ended up being marginal to the Belgian political econo-
my during that time (VANTHEMSCHE 2012: 152). Viaene (2008: 751) 
therefore argues that “imperial policy and social policy were interdependent 
in Léopold’s view.” 

The idea of using a colony as an outlet for those people who metropol-
itan elites believed might revolt “at home” was echoed in part during the 
formation of the APCM. Lapsley, and his family’s connections, especially to 
reactionary southern American politicians such as Morgan, were crucial to 
the APCM’s creation given these contacts helped the missionaries to gain an 
audience with Léopold II in the first place (PHIPPS 2002: 17). Morgan was 
one of the most important APCM contacts during its formative phase. He 
had quickly become disenchanted with the politics of the New South. He 
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believed that African Americans were frequently using the ballot box to pun-
ish white southerners and depreciate white peoples’ socio-economic status 
there (FRY 1985: 339). As such, he thought that US colonization was a viable 
means of facilitating the exile of African Americans and in so doing resolve 
what he saw as competition from them for white property and social stand-
ing in the New South (FRY 1985: 339). To further this policy, he joined the 
American Colonization Society (ACS), which had played a pivotal role in the 
US colonization of Liberia earlier in the nineteenth century9. The minutes of 
the sixty-eighth annual meeting of the ACS, for example, show that Morgan 
was well aware of the Liberia case and so he likely had this very much in mind 
when approached by the Lapsley family with regard to the Congo.  

Morgan had given speeches and published papers in which he extem-
porised at length about the opportunities that he believed the CFS afforded 
– the Congo being a place he understood to have been “a vast an beautiful 
country abounding in natural resources” (MORGAN 1890: 385-398). In 
1890, for instance, Morgan (1890: 385-398) wrote that: “The organization of 
the Congo Free State has secured to the negro race the free and unobstructed 
opportunity … to prove, if they can do so, that they are capable of breaking 
the chains of slavery riveted on their limbs, by their own kindred, under a 
slave code ordained by their own free will.” He saw in the APCM an oppor-
tunity to advance his own interest in US colonization of the Congo and by 
extension the resolution of his understanding of a race-relations problem in 
the New South. 

Morgan was joined in his belief in the virtues of American colonization 
by Henry Shelton Sanford (1823-1891), who had been the US Minister to 
Belgium under President Abraham Lincoln’s administration in 1860 (MEY-
ER 1971: 21). Like Morgan, Sanford believed that a Congolese colony could 
act as an outlet “for the enterprise and ambition of our coloured people in 
more congenial fields than politics” (HOCHSCHILD 1998: 44). As Adam 
Hochschild (1998: 44) has observed, Sanford and Morgan worked seamless-
ly together to ensure that Léopold II’s claims to the Congo River Basin were 
recognised by the US. This cooperation was most clearly evinced by Sanford’s 
drafting of a resolution Morgan eventually submitted to the senate in support 
of Léopold II’s Congo claims in 1884 (HOCHSCHILD 1998: 44). Given 
that many senators did not want to associate themselves with colonialism, 
Morgan and Sanford sought to euphemise the Léopold II’s project by using 
the idea of the king organizing Belgian “protection” over sovereign African 

9  AMERICAN COLONIZATION SOCIETY 1885: 15. 
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kingdoms (HOCHSCHILD 1998: 44). They even tried to equate Léopold 
II’s proposed CFS with states’ rights under the US system of government, 
with individual African kingdoms envisioned enjoying similar levels of sover-
eignty to American states (HOCHSCHILD 1998: 44). 

Morgan introduced Lapsley to Stanford who in turn had invited Laps-
ley to Brussels to meet, among others, the Belgian king (PHIPPS 2002: 17). 
Yet, Stanford and Morgan‘s idea of using the CFS as a US settler colony in 
the Liberian mould would never come to fruition. Lapsley’s death meant that 
any hope on Morgan and Sanford’s part that African Americans would be ex-
iled to the Congo would be impossible to organise given their reluctance to 
work with an African American, namely Sheppard. The ‘red rubber’ atrocities 
(c.1895-1913) proved to be the final nail in the coffin of a second Liberia in 
central Africa (HILL 2020: 18). But the fact that no African American colony 
in central Africa emerged does not undermine the important role the idea of 
exile played in the APCM’s formation. While it played a smaller part in the 
formation of the CFS, the idea of exiling frustrated Belgians to the Congo or 
at least giving them new colonial budgets to “devour” materialised. Even if 
Belgian agricultural settlers in the Congo, as one example of settler group in 
the colony, never competed effectively with big business or African labour 
ideas of exile and re-settlement were nonetheless important organizing con-
cepts for the Belgian monarch ( JEWSIEWICKI 1979: 559-171).   

2. “Here I am, Send Me”: Racial Hierarchies, African Auxilia-
ries, and the Formation of the Free State and the APCM

While the idea of exile arguably played an ambiguous role in the CFS’ 
formation, racial hierarchies were absolutely central to its eventual manifesta-
tion. When the Belgian king and those who advocated for the annexation of 
the Congo with him, known colloquially as the congolâtres, evoked the idea 
of “enlightening others”, they had the idea of “the natural superiority of the 
white race” very much in mind (VIAENE 2008: 756-757). However many 
Congolese were recruited in the CFS’ army, the Force Publique, for example, 
there were no African people at the helm of the Léopoldean project; at least 
not in the metropole (GANN and DUIGNAN 1979: 66; REYBROUCK 
2014: 76). For instance, by the turn of the century, there were four Belgian 
secrétaires généraux (general secretaries) who “headed the administrative 
establishment” of the CFS and none of them had African heritage (GANN 
and DUIGNAN 1979: 88). To evince this point, the abovementioned gen-
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eral secretaries included: Colonel Maximilien-Charles Strauch (1829-1911), 
who maintained an “international questions” brief, Edmond van Eetvelde 
(1852-1925), who dealt with foreign affairs, and Hubert-Jean van Neuss 
(1839-1904), the CFS’s financial director (GANN and DUIGNAN 1979: 
86-87). While not one of the four best known CFS secretaries, Colonel 
Charles Liebrechts (1858-1938) was another important administrator given 
his role in dealing with internal Congolese matters, such as public works and 
agriculture (GANN and DUIGNAN 1979: 87).

Although the CFS administration changed over time, it never employed 
black people in executive, metropolitan positions. Arguably the most senior 
African the CFS employed was Hamed bin Mohammed al-Murjabi, better 
known as Tippu Tip (1837-1905) (ROES 2010: 655). Tippu Tip was made 
governor of a province called “Stanley Falls”, which was situated in eastern 
Congo, in 1887 (LAING 2017: 231-232). His tenure as governor was cut 
short, though, by allegations that he was involved Edmund Barttelot’s (1859-
1888) death as he had failed to deliver the requisite number of porters to 
the Brevet Major on his way to “relieve” Emin Pasha (1840-1892) during the 
infamous Relief Expedition from 1886 to 1890 (LAING 2017: 242). Tip-
pu Tip ended up leaving Stanley Falls “definitively between March and May” 
1890 (LAING 2017: 242). As for the Force Publique, it was typically directed 
by white commanders such as Francis Dhanis (1861-1909), with Africans, 
such as Ngongo Lutete (1863-1893), playing fundamental but subordinate 
roles (MOHUN 2023: 69; GORDON 2014: 5-33). While white officers 
learned much from their African counterparts, such as the erection of stock-
ades to protect their forces, they never promoted them to positions in the 
upper echelons of the army - even during the late colonial period (GANN 
and DUIGNAN 1979: 74; GORDON 2017: 153). 

At first, Sheppard’s presence marks the APCM out as quite distinct from 
the CFS’ emphasis on white, male “enlightenment” given that his co-founding 
of the Mission meant that the Presbyterians did not have a completely white 
executive hierarchy. But, much as Ira Dworkin has observed, the church had 
repeatedly refused Sheppard’s application to work in the CFS until Lapsley 
had volunteered (DWORKIN 2013: 183). As a consequence, the black lead-
ership of the APCM was an historical accident caused by Lapsley’s untime-
ly death in 1892 (DWORKIN 2017: 49). While Léopold II and the APCM 
might have had slightly different ideas about what “civilization” was, they 
both envisaged it radiating from a white, governing elite. Africans, such as 
Tippu Tip, and African Americans, such as Sheppard, were vital parts of both 
the CFS and the APCM organisations respectively, yet their decision-making 
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powers were either resented, undermined, or even straightforwardly chal-
lenged by their respective white-dominated hierarchies (DWORKIN 2017: 
53). 

While the hierarchies the constituted the CFS were in many respects a 
product of the hardening of race-relations in Europe in the late in the nine-
teenth century (PAVLAKIS 2016: 13), those involved in American Presby-
terian mission work had a longer history. Although the PCUS later discour-
aged the recruitment of African Americans from 1910 to 1958, the idea of a 
white governing elite incorporating African American missionaries in sub-
servient roles featured strongly in Presbyterian mission work when it began 
in the nineteenth century (HILL 2020: x). The most crucial early influence 
on the ways in which the Presbyterians organized their work abroad was the 
Liberian mission, also known as the “West Africa Mission.” This Mission 
was pioneered by Reverends John B. Pinney (1833-1878), Oren K. Canfield 
(d.1842), and Jonathan P. Alward (d.1841) (BFM 1840: 10). However, Wil-
son, from a Scots-Irish and Welsh colony of Presbyterians in South Carolina, 
went to Liberia shortly after the abovementioned pioneers did (BUCHER 
1976: 293). The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
(ABCFM) had hired Wilson in part because they believed that his southern 
upbringing had inured him against what they understood as the “African” cli-
mate (BUCHER 1976: 294). 

By 1838, Wilson believed that the evils of the American colonization 
project in Liberia outweighed any of its benefits but he never regretted the 
Liberia mission that he understood to be quite separate from the ACS’ work 
(BUCHER 1976: 295). Moreover, the “West Africa Mission” had convin-
ced Wilson that African missions were best organized in racial hierarchies 
with white people directing African Americans in the field. Once it had been 
formed in 1837, the Board of Foreign Missions (BFM), which by that time 
had replaced the old ABCFM, stated that it believed that it was dangerous to 
have too many stations for those it racialised as white on the West African 
coast (BFM 1842: 11; SHENK 2004: 1). Instead, white accommodation was 
sought on higher lands (BFM 1842: 11). Such living arrangements were esta-
blished in response to the staggeringly high attrition rates during the Liberia 
mission, which saw three of the first five Presbyterian missionaries die on it 
after less than five months (McARVER 1997: 139). At the same time, the task 
of establishing contact with inland peoples, such as the Grand Sesters, was gi-
ven to “coloured men” (BFM 1842: 11). The BFM believed that: “The consti-
tution of coloured men of the Southern States has nothing to apprehend from 
the climate of Africa” (BFM, cited in: McARVER 1997: 139). 
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This division of labour and accommodation between those the church 
hierarchy racialised as white and it categorized as “coloured” remained im-
portant after the founding of the Liberia mission. In his autobiography, for 
example, Sheppard (1917: 18) remembered that he was asked throughout 
his training if he wanted to be a missionary in Africa. The fact that an Afri-
can American was asked repeatedly if they wanted to serve in Africa, despite 
Sheppard’s own acknowledgement that he had only a “vague” knowledge of 
the continent, illustrated this increasingly racialised Presbyterian iteration 
of missiological thought in the nineteenth century - albeit that it combined 
with Sheppard’s own “regnant desire to go to Africa” (SHEPPARD 1917: 19; 
DWORKIN 2013: 184). The involvement of African Americans in the Con-
go and Liberia projects was accelerated by the reluctance on the part of white 
church members to answer the church’s repeated calls to mission (DWOR-
KIN 2013: 185). 

What marks out many of the concluding remarks of the BFM’s early An-
nual Reports is the Board’s repeated scolding of members for not voluntee-
ring in enough numbers to sustain its cause. The reasons for this reluctance 
to take part in missionary activities were likely numerous. American synods 
wanted to expand their own congregations and must have felt that they had 
little surplus labour to spare in foreign mission fields. Likewise, the idea of 
missionary work was unwelcome in the eyes of many Presbyterians during 
the mid-nineteenth century. Many church members led comfortable lives in 
the US, for example, and were also aware of the rates of missionary mortality 
in Africa, which may not have endeared them to mission work in the con-
tinent. The relatively low recruitment of missionaries meant that the BFM 
continually had to ask for donations and staff (BFM 1841: 22). A similar 
challenge presented itself to Presbyterian missionaries in Gabon around the 
same time in that Corisco Island, where they based themselves, “proved no 
more healthy than the mainland” (CAMPBELL 1978: 121).  

What PCUS racial thinking in the late nineteenth century meant was 
that, while Sheppard’s application for mission was welcomed, an African 
American leading a mission on their own was anathemas to it. Rather than 
the availability of new funds, it was the emergence of Lapsley, a white man 
interested in central African mission work, which proved decisive in brea-
king the deadlock in establishing a PCUS mission to the Congo. Lapsley was 
fortuitous because that year, 1889, the General Assembly wanted to invest in 
causes it believed to have been important and missions were an integral part 
of that investment (BFM 1841: 13). As such, the General Assembly minutes 
also spoke of a “white licentiate” who was “willing to enter upon this [mis-
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sionary] work” (PHS 1889: 611). The language of the General Assembly in 
this matter supports Stanley Shaloff ’s (1970: 17) argument that “the project 
would remain stillborn until a qualified white volunteer agreed to accompany 
him as supervisor of the mission [my emphasis].” 

Once Lapsley came forward, saying: “Here I am, send me”, the APCM 
was speedily organised (PHS 1889: 611). Like Sheppard, Lapsley had also 
been a licentiate of the Tuscaloosa Presbytery (MBAU 2020: 31). And this 
explains the fact that the minutes of the General Assembly in 1889 cited “the 
overture from professors of our Tuscaloosa Institute, asking [for] the early 
establishment of a mission to the Congo Free State of Africa” as important 
in the APCM’s formation (PHS 1889: 611). Unlike Sheppard, Lapsley was 
the son of former slaveholders in Anniston, Alabama (MBAU 2020: 33). His 
father was a judge and so highly respected within the church at the time that 
he became the first Presbyterian layman to be elected as a moderator of the 
General Assembly, the most senior position available in the church hierarchy 
(PHIPPS 2002: 12). 

Lapsley Sr. was a repentant slaveholder and constantly urged his fellow 
PCUS members to show more understanding and empathy with their co-re-
ligionists in the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America (PCU-
SA) on this issue (PHIPPS 2002: 12). It was for this reason that his son, ‘Sam’ 
Lapsley, taught African Americans near Selma from the age of twelve (PHI-
PPS 2002: 12). Lapsley was reputedly a brilliant student. He was considered 
by the President of the University of Alabama, Burwell B. Lewis, to be “the 
most outstanding of any student since the Civil War” (PHIPPS 2002: 11-12). 
Phipps (2002: 13) suggested that Lapsley and Sheppard were equals in terms 
of the governance of the APCM. They would both get a salary of $500, which 
was admittedly remarkable given the fact that the Civil War was hardly a dis-
tant memory at that time (PHIPPS 2002: 13). This was indeed a step forward 
for the PCUS. Yet, it is worth repeating that without Lapsley’s involvement, 
the APCM would never have been formed. 

Seeing the APCM as promoting a largely white hierarchy revises an older 
historiography that emphasised the PCUS’ commitment to a more reformed, 
egalitarian set of racial attitudes after the Civil War (SHALOFF 1970: 13). 
According to Phipps (2002: 11), Sheppard’s main obstacle in establishing a 
Congo mission was not racial prejudice but funding, much as it was for Pres-
byterian missions in Cameroon and Gabon10. The Presbyterians, so Phipps’ 
(2002: 11) argument goes, had tried to get money by establishing a joint 

10  I am grateful to one of my anonymous referees for the information about Cameroon and Gabon. 
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mission to Africa between the PCUS and the PCUSA but attempts to bro-
ker a deal repeatedly failed. Although there is some truth in this observation, 
this section has argued that Phipps’ and Shaloff ’s views were more optimistic 
than the weight of evidence suggests. While there was some parity of power 
relations between African Americans and their white counterparts, white 
American Presbyterians, such Wilson, believed that they alone were best pla-
ced to govern missionary work in Africa with African Americans tasked with 
doing the day-to-day preaching.

3. White Paternalism, Industrial Education, Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), and Education in the Con-
go Under Léopoldian Rule

Given Wilson’s qualified inclusion of an African American in his concep-
tion of mission work, black education became a significant part of Presbyte-
rian overseas projects. Since the 1830s, HBCUs had dominated African Ame-
rican higher education (BETSEY 2017: 1). And one of the most important of 
these relative to the founding of the APCM was the Hampton Institute given 
it schooled Sheppard for a time (CLENDENEN, COLINS, and DUIGNAN 
1966: 63). Like many HBCUs, Hampton was founded by retired Union Ge-
neral, Samuel Chapman Armstrong (1839-1893). It was founded in 1868. 
Armstrong was a child of missionaries who had worked in Hawaii and someo-
ne who Sheppard later described as being his “model of manhood” (ZAKI 
2007: 1; SHEPPARD 1917: 17). While he was lionised by many Hampton 
alumni, Armstrong was very much “a man of his times who shared the pers-
pective of his class and generation … This was a class of men and women who 
believed in … the superiority of their beliefs and practices” (ZAKI 2007: 1). 
Hoda Zaki (2007: 1) observed that the class from which Armstrong came 
“believed that a natural hierarchy existed in the social order, and that they as 
a class were fittest to lead.” In short, in Benedict Carton’s (2009: 61) words, 
Armstrong was an “exponent of white paternalism.” Armstrong even went as 
far as debating the supposed merits of racial diffusion theory that “posited … 
that only the West and its Christian soldiers … could rescue the benighted 
savages” (CARTON 2009: 61-62). 

As Armstrong fervently believed that industrial education would lift Afri-
can Americans out of poverty, labour became the cornerstone of the Hamp-
ton model (ENGS 1999: 80). Although Armstrong’s ideas about industrial 
education in the 1860s did not entirely correspond with Hampton’s curricu-
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lum at the end of the nineteenth century, there were many similarities (ENGS 
1999: 80). While Armstrong had envisaged a considerable amount of clas-
sical education, which is largely to say the study of mathematics and Greek, 
alongside manual labour, it was the latter that came to predominate at Hamp-
ton (ENGS 1999: 80). The idea of an institution advocating a curriculum ba-
sed largely on manual labour served as a model for black education in the US 
in part because it had its own press that promoted its achievements (WELCH 
2018: 7). Booker T. Washington (1856-1915) took Armstrong’s principle of 
promoting manual labour and established Tuskegee University in Alabama in 
1881, with it thereafter becoming central to his thinking on black pedagogy 
(CHANDLER and POWELL 2018: 7).  

Alongside Tuskegee and Hampton, the Tuskaloosa Institute, later Still-
man College, was another very important HBCU relative to the founding of 
the APCM. The minutes of the General Assembly of 1889 show that the Exe-
cutive Committee was approach by the Professors of our Tuskaloosa Institu-
te and others “asking [for] the early establishment of a mission in the Con-
go Free State of Africa” (PHS 1889: 611). The “Tuskaloosa” (Tuscaloosa) 
Institute was established in 1889. It was founded largely by Rev. Dr. Charles 
Stillman (1810-1875), the clerk of the Tuscaloosa presbytery, who believed 
that, in spite of having supported the Confederacy, that the PCUS should 
teach the “unfettered Gospel to blacks” (ABERNETHY 2012: 72). Still-
man had managed to make his vision of training black ministers a reality by 
1876, when the Institute first opened (ABERNETHY 2012: 74). As Barrett 
Abernethy (2012: 79) suggested, the Institute got off to a rough start as the-
re were initially only six students and it was terrifically under-resourced. Yet, 
this situation was resolved by the work of those who shared Stillman’s vision, 
such Dr. B. T. Lacy. Lacy had travelled widely to raise funds for the Institute 
that would later bear the name of its founder; Stillman, once he died in 1895 
(ABERNETHY 2012: 79; PHIPPS 2002: 9).

While not as initially important as Stillman, Fisk University was another 
Reconstruction-era HBCU that was relevant to the emergence of the APCM. 
Althea Brown Edmiston graduated from Fisk in 1901, for example, and went 
on to do wide-ranging and important service for the APCM (HILL 2020: ix). 
Fisk was founded in 1866 and until 1875 was housed in old Federal barracks 
(COHEN 2001: 9). It was named after General Clinton Fisk (1828-1890) of 
the Freedmen’s Bureau who played a vital role in the acquiring of the barracks 
(COHEN 2001: 7-8). Although Fisk had been key in founding the epony-
mous institution, the American Missionary Association (AMA) was also im-
portant. AMA missionaries John Ogden (1824-1910), Erastus Milo Cravath 
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(1833-1900), and Edward Parmelee Smith (1827-1876) had wanted to build 
a place for “the education and training of young men and women irrespecti-
ve of colour” (COHEN 2001: 7). Ogden became the first President of Fisk, 
overseeing its transition to university status in 1867 (COHEN 2001: 8).

By the time the APCM was formed in 1890, a number of HBCUs were es-
tablished that either had trained or would end up training African Americans 
involved in the APCM. Hampton, Stillman, Tuskegee, and Fisk were some of 
many such institutions. The idea of manual labour was central to most of the-
se establishments. Even if they had initially taught a range of other subjects, 
such as maths and English, the emphasis on manual labour, which steadily 
became synonymous with industrial education, grew rapidly by the end of 
the nineteenth century. For all its importance to the APCM’s work later on, 
medicine would hardly feature in the HBCUs or at least few if any pioneering 
Presbyterians took such courses. The first two Presbyterian medical missio-
naries, DeWitt Clinton Synder (1859-1919) and Rev. Lucius A. DeYampert 
(1877-1952), were not trained doctors at all and it was only in 1906 that a 
trained practitioner was send to the Congo (BENEDETTO 1996: 38). Ra-
ther, it was industrial education, seen by many missionaries as a crucial means 
of social uplift, which would become so important in the network of mission 
stations the APCM constructed in the Congo (HILL 2020: 19). 

Sheppard’s own biography testifies to the centrality of the HBCUs in 
APCM pedagogy. The young Sheppard began his education in 1874 at Way-
nesboro’s “public coloured school”, which gave him a relatively rounded edu-
cation and included subjects such as arithmetic, geography, and grammar 
(PHIPPS 2002: 4). After he left the Waynesboro school, he continued his 
education informally with Dr. S. H. Henkel, an officer in the First Presby-
terian Church of Staunton and local dentist, in the county seat of Augusta 
(PHIPPS 2002: 4; CARTON 2009: 59). Following his time with the Dr. 
Henkel and his family, Sheppard worked as a waiter at Covington until, by 
1880, when he was fifteen, he had saved up enough money to go to what was 
then the Hampton Normal and Industrial Institute (CARTON 2009: 59; 
SHEPPARD 1917: 16). 

While Sheppard is sometimes considered a Hampton alumnus, he com-
pleted his degree at the Tuscaloosa Institute (Stillman College) where he 
studied under Pastor McCutchen (CARTON 2009: 66). Sheppard wrote 
in his autobiography later on that McCutchen “was deeply interested in me” 
(SHEPPARD 1917: 17). The pastor had founded a seminary within Stillman 
in 1877 with the express intention of training African Americans to beco-
me missionaries in Africa (PHIPPS 2002: 9). The Tuscaloosa curriculum 
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was broader than the one at Hampton given its founding purpose of training 
each of its African American students to be a “thoroughly furnished scholar” 
(ABERNETHY 2012: 79). As such, while there, Sheppard studied theology, 
homiletics, moral philosophy, and the philosophy of the mind, as well as li-
terature, physiology, and mathematics (PHIPPS 2002: 9). And he eventually 
became the first Tuscaloosa graduate to engage in overseas mission work 
(HILL 2002: 48). Yet Tuscaloosa was in many respects the exception that 
proved the rule that HBCUs were places that increasingly taught manual la-
bour as the nineteenth century wore on.

The HBCUs’ emphasis on industrial education matched the CFS’s desire to 
train “French-speaking artisans” (YATES 1980: 35). Most CFS education was 
outsourced to missionaries with Catholics having a particularly important role 
given Léopold’s general suspicion of Protestant evangelists11. Marc Depaepe 
observed that: “The official school colony for boys in Boma was even part of the 
army … The number of times pupils were whipped in punishment cannot be 
counted” (DEPAEPE 2017: 10). More than voraciously and cruelly punishing 
pupils, the CFS administration placed a particular emphasis “on manual labour 
in agriculture” (DEPAEPE 2017: 10). The abovementioned school in Boma, 
for example, was a vocational facility and one whose curriculum would have 
mirrored those taught in Hampton in many key respects, not least in its empha-
sis on manual labour (DEPAEPE 2017: 11). 

Many missionaries working in the CFS did not want to teach industrial 
education-based curriculums as exemplified in the Boma school because they 
believed that it would lead to graduates finding jobs other than those of being 
catechists and evangelists (YATES 1980: 34). However, the APCM was diffe-
rent given the profound influence of HBCUs on Sheppard, their co-founder 
and de-facto leader after Lapsley’s death in 1892 (HILL 2020: 17-46). Rather 
than ignore the 1890 and 1892 Education Acts, which placed a high degree 
of emphasis on agricultural and industrial training, the APCM actively em-
braced them (YATES 1980: 34). The evidence for the collaboration between 
the APCM and the Free State in industrial education comes not just in the 
form of Sheppard but his encouragement to his fellow missionaries to open 
an industrial school at the Presbyterian station of Ibanche in 1905 (HILL 
2020: 21). The industrial school at Ibanche was not a CFS imposition on 
the APCM but rather a project that its leader, Alonzo Edmiston, a Stillman 
graduate, actively “treasured” and as a means to contribute to the State’s deve-
lopment (HILL 2020: 22, 26). 

11  Protestant missionaries were sometimes viewed as a “5th column for British imperial interests”, see: MAXWELL 2008: 332. 
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Conclusion

Industrial tutelage eventually became a very important part of pedagogy 
in the Congo, especially after the CFS had been transferred to the Belgian par-
liament in 1908. Victor Fernández Soriano has argued that Belgian officials 
justified forced labour by claiming it was educative in the period from 1933 
to 1960 (SORIANO 2018: 292-314). The Belgian emphasis on African in-
dustrial education – and especially physical labor – continued to be mirrored 
in the APCM’s curricula. The Hampton model remained influential on the 
APCM until the Great Depression and in some cases even beyond the glo-
bal financial cataclysm. Sheppard had come to the Congo with the Hampton 
curricula very much in mind in the 1890s and recruited missionaries from 
HBCUs, such Alonzo Edmiston, who earnestly propounded it. The growing 
Hampton emphasis industrial education was made manifest in the CFS in the 
Ibanche station in particular when it was completed by 1898 and again once 
it was rebuilt in 1905 after being ransacked by the Kuba (HILL 2020: x). 

Alongside the continued emphasis on industrial education, this article has 
also highlighted the importance of white, male hierarchies in the formation of 
both the CFS and the APCM. Each organisation would not have been able to 
function without African and/or African Americans yet both sets of hierarchies 
privileged white leadership. The sharing of ideas about race and racial hierar-
chies culminated when the APCM began to discourage the recruitment of 
African American missionaries in any position in 1910 to accommodate their 
Belgian overlords. Much like in the case of industrial education, white hierar-
chies remained in place in both the Belgian Congo and the APCM nearly until 
the very end of the colonial period. The local Presbyterian church in the Congo 
became independent of the APCM in 1970 and so eschewed a white hierarchy 
that had lasted doggedly throughout the colonial period (WILKERSON 2023). 
Likewise, the Belgian Congo may have allowed a cadre of Africans into higher 
bureaucratic positions by the late colonial period but, even then, none would 
undertake roles that would see them author policies that ever clashed with those 
of their colonial overlords. The issue of Africanization of Belgian hierarchies rose 
to national prominence during the mutiny of the Force Publique in July 1960, 
caused in a large part by the insistence of presiding officers that white leadership 
of the army would continue despite decolonization (YOUNG 1965: 260).

Unlike white, male hierarchies and industrial education, ideas of exile re-
mained somewhat particular to the nineteenth century in Congolese terms. 
In a large part due to the ‘red rubber’ atrocities, any plans involving the CFS 
becoming an African American colony, or a repository of potentially revolu-
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tionary Belgians, never materialised. This should not diminish the importan-
ce that the conception of a settler state in central Africa had in the minds of 
influential southern politicians such as Morgan or Stanford. The assistance 
they provided was vital in facilitating the APCM’s residency in the CFS du-
ring its early days. Indeed, they would not have been able to legally go to the 
CFS without Sanford’s introduction of Sheppard and Lapsley to Léopold II. 
Rather than ideas of exile, both the Belgian Congo and the APCM continued 
to collaborate in other areas and these would most obviously be manifested 
in the fields of education and medicine.       
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