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Missionary to Burma (Kachin)

 William H. Roberts was born on 25 October 1847 at Botetourt Springs, Virginia. At the 
age of seventeen, he entered the Confederate Army and fought in battles around Petersburg and 
Richmond, Virginia. After the war, Roberts went on to study at Roanoke College, and 
Richmond College before illness caused him to stop his studies. He then moved onto Kansas to 
work as a carpenter and builder for the railroad. He met Lora B. Roberts (b. 1852 d. 1880), the 
two were married in March 1872, and Roberts helped to pastor a church in Burlingame, 
Kansas. On 2 July 1874, they welcomed a daughter Dora Roberts (d. 1 August 1944, d. 1 
August 1944). In 1875, the Roberts family moved to Chicago, where William studied for one 
year at the Baptist Theological Seminary. They then moved to Loda, Illinois, where Rev. 
Roberts continued his studies and pastored a Baptist church there.  

 On his graduation day, William Roberts felt called by God to the Burma field and, 
particularly, to take the place of Jonathan Lyon. Lyon had received his appointment to the 
Kachins in Bhamo in 1877 and arriving there in February, 1878. Sadly, within six weeks, Lyon 
became sick and died. During his prayer, Roberts made excuses to God on his inability to learn 
languages, his wife's unwillingness to leave America, and the risks such a field would be to his 
young daughter. Yet, this was the field that God called Roberts to take his wife and young 
daughter to. Lora Roberts shared with her husband how she'd rather die than leave their native 
country. Yet, she also felt the duty laid before their family came from God, and therefore, they 
could not dismiss the call. The Roberts family then hastily made plans, were commissioned by 
the ABMU, and arrived in Rangoon on 5 December 1878. ABMU missionary, Rev. Josiah N. 
Cushing, then took Roberts, his wife, and daughter by train and steamer up to Bhamo. 

 The Roberts arrived on 12 January 1879 in Bhamo. Awaiting them, they found China 
Inland Missionaries Dr. Soltau and Mr. Stevenson working among the Chinese. French Roman 
Catholic priests were also working outside the bounds of Bhamo proper and in the mountains. 
Simultaneously, ABMU Karen pastors and evangelists were doing excellent mission work and 
made remarkable progress in the Kachin language. Cushing hastily brought Roberts into the 
mountains for two short tours to meet some of the Kachin leaders and villages which had 
shown interest in the gospel. Cushing's departing words to Roberts were: "Young man, I now 
install you bishop of the Kachins. Sink or swim, the work is yours. I must return to my work 
with the Shans." 
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 During the rest of 1879, Roberts took 
on the immense language study task, learning 
f r o m a n u n e d u c a t e d K a c h i n m a n . 
Unfortunately, this year marked a non-stop 
series of illnesses that struck all three of the 
Roberts family. In March 1880, Mr. and Mrs. 
Carpenter of the Bassein Karen work arrived 
to tour Bhamo and visit some Karen workers. 
They found the work promising but, on their 
return, were attacked by a band of Kachin 
thieves who stole their supplies and horses. 
The Roberts' health continued to plummet, 
and Dr. Soltau of the China Inland Mission 
convinced the family that they needed to 
return to Rangoon if they wanted to stay 
alive. In June 1880, J.A. Friday and his wife 
joined the Roberts to work among the Shan 
in Bhamo. Reinforced, the Roberts family 
left Bhamo to recover in Rangoon. Once in 
Rangoon, the family learned their home and 
belongings in Bhamo were destroyed in a 
fire. Then the greatest of loss occurred when 
Lora Roberts died of dropsy on 6 August 
1880. Shortly afterward, William Roberts 
returned to the USA to ensure their young 
daughter, Dora, was given proper care. After 
arriving in the US and with Roberts' health 
improved, he determined that he would 
return to the Kachin work. 

 In September 1881, Roberts departed 
the USA to return to the mission field. On 2 
December 1881, Roberts returned to 
Rangoon. 
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Within three days, he was married to Miss. 
Alice Buell (d. 30 December 1933) an 
ABMU missionary who was serving at the 
Kemmendine school. The two would go on 
to have a son, William H. Roberts Jr. The two 
hastily returned to Bhamo where they were 
informed seven Kachin were awaiting to 
receive baptism. The Roberts and Cronkhites 
arrived in Bhamo and departed to meet with 
the Karen evangelists and Kachin, who 
wished to receive the first Protestant 
baptisms. After inquiry, seven in the village 
of Bumwa were found ready for baptism. On 
12 March 1882, these were the first Kachin 
Jingpaw believers to be baptized. During that 
year, the Cronkhites and Roberts found their 
partnership in work among the Kachin was 
not feasible, so Cronkhite requested a 
transfer to work among the Karen in Bassein. 
Karen pastor Maukeh at Poninbum 
performed eight more baptisms, and from 
these two sets of baptisms, the Kachin church 
was born. 
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A l i c e 
Buell 



William H. Roberts 
(1847-1919)

 In 1882-1883, two Kachin girls and one young boy received schooling in the Roberts 
home. W.H. Roberts also succeeded in petitioning the royal court in Mandalay to obtain a 3 
½ acre parcel of land outside the stockade of Bhamo for a new mission compound. In 1884, 
conflicts between the Kachin and Chinese vs. the Burman escalated. Two Karen evangelists 
came to Bhamo for fear of the escalating violence. Roberts soon received a letter warning by 
Kachin/Chinese dacoits to leave Bhamo as they were planning to attack. Roberts felt it was 
an idle rumor until the attack began on 8 December 1884. As Bhamo burned, most of the 
Burmans fled. During this time, the Burmans suspected Roberts was an ally to the Kachin-
Chinese forces, and over a few days, Burman forces shot at him on six occasions. As a 
veteran of the Civil War, he learned to lie down whenever he saw a musket fire, which he 
attributed to saving his life on multiple occasions. Over the following days, by Roberts' 
courage and persistence, he obtained passage for his family, the Freiday family, and the 
Karen evangelists to board a British steamer and depart the field. These events are covered 
extensively in Henry Soltau's letter (8 December 1884) and Roberts' account in "Pioneering 
Among the Kachins." The families left the Bhamo field, and Mrs. Roberts went to the USA 
along with their son. William H. Roberts learned how their compound yet again had been 
destroyed. Still determined, he returned to Bhamo in May 1885 to continue the mission 
work. 

 Roberts then petitioned the Burman royal court in Mandalay for compensation due to 
Burman forces destroying their compound and the ill-treatment he had received. The Burman 
government's response was to charge him with false statements, and they ordered his 
withdrawal from their country. As Roberts departed, he soon found the British were making 
plans to attack upper Burma. The British sought out his help and J.A. Freiday to serve as 
interpreters among the Kachin and Shan. In late 1885, the two willingly volunteered 
alongside a large contingent of British soldiers who dethroned King Thibaw. 

 From 1886-1890, the Roberts family continued in their work. In 1886, Roberts 
returned to Bhamo, now under the control of the British. He soon obtained a more massive 
10-acre compound from the British in exchange for the originally held mission compound. 
Slowly, work continued to build he Kachin mission in Bhamo and among the three different 
Kachin villages led by the Karen evangelists and pastors. By 1889, reinforcements came, 
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although these were short-lived, as they left within a year because of illness. The Roberts' 
family, too, often traveled to Rangoon and Mandalay for medical recovery.

 In April 1890, Roberts erected and 
dedicated a two-story brick building in 
memorial to Jonathan Lyon whose remains 
he reinterred there. Roberts departed for the 
USA for convalescence leaving a single 
ABMU missionary, Miss. Manning, to crew 
the station. She was soon joined by Ola 
Hanson, who would initiate a new chapter in 
the Kachin mission. In 1892, Roberts 
returned to Bhamo and assisted in the work 
in many ways. Newly appointed missionary 
George J. Geis accompanied Roberts. Geis 
would later open up Myitkyina station and do 
work among the Kachin and Lisu people. As 
education work continued, Roberts found the 
school children were returning to their home 
villages and strongly influenced families 
coming to Christ. Roberts also assisted in 
freeing a young Kachin Christian, sentenced 
to death by the British government. 

In 1896, W.H. Roberts had the blessing of his 
daughter Dora, from his first marriage join 
him in Bhamo to do mission work. Together, 
their missionary service was all too short as 
she was married the following year by her 
father to Rev. J.E. Cummings, an ABMU 
Missionary in Henzada, Burma.  

 The following fourteen years, Roberts 
saw a steady increase in the work among the 
Kachin. However, his health, along with his 
wife's, was always an issue. When able, 
Roberts would make tours into the jungle, 
continue to improve the Bhamo mission 
compound, and often assisted in the 
schoolwork. By 1909, Roberts' persistent 
illnesses became such a strain he soon had to 
leave the Bhamo field for the last time. At the 
time of Roberts' departure, the Kachin church 
had over 1,000 members, a substantial 
education work, and several Kachin 
evangelists. The Kachin mission also had 
two missionaries, Geis and Hanson, who 
would advance the Kachin mission work and, 
most importantly, accomplish the translation 
of the Kachin bible.
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