Hugh Taylor
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Missionary to Northern
Thailand and Laos

Biography by Austin House

Hugh Taylor was born on 9 August
1862 at Iowa City, lowa. Growing up in lowa,
Hugh Taylor became friends with a nearby
boy named William C. Dodd. For many
years, these two friends would serve together
in Siam (Thailand) with the great desire to
advance mission work in SE Asia. Dodd
pushed, pulled, and dragged the Presbyterian
Mission to open up missions in Keng Tung,
Burma, and Yunnan, China. In comparison,
Hugh Taylor became a great proponent for
the Presbyterian Mission to support mission
work in French Laos. Both men deserve a
great deal of credit for helping lay Christian
foundations in both of these relatively
unknown fields.

Taylor graduated from Park College in
1885 and graduated from Princeton Seminary
in 1888. After graduating from Princeton
Seminary, Hugh Taylor married Dora Belle
Martin (b. 3 April 1859 d. March 1925), who
had met while studying at Park College. On 8
September 1888, the two sailed for Siam as
Presbyterian Missionaries. Along with the
Taylors was Charles Eckels, a Princeton
classmate, and friend of Hugh. Upon arriving
in Bangkok, the Taylors said their goodbye to
Charles Eckels, who was assigned to work in
southern Thailand. The friends would not see

Photo Credit: Hugh Taylor, [RG00178 (a)], Payap
University Archives, Chiang Mai, Thailand.

each other again for another fifteen years,
even though they lived and worked in the
same country. The Taylors went by boat to
northern Thailand were escorted by Katherine
Fleeson. They arrived in Lampang on 28
November 1888 and served there from 1888
to 1908. The Taylors were fortunate to serve
with Jonathan Wilson and Dr. Samuel
Peoples, who would make their marks in
northern Thailand's cause of missions. The
Taylors' early years in Lampang started with
great difficulty dealing with small rebellions,
smallpox outbreaks, famine, and leprosy, that
went rampant across the region.

In early 1890, Daniel McGilvary
invited Hugh and Dora Taylor to join him and
his daughter on an evangelism tour to
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northern Thailand. The plan was for the Taylors to accompany the McGilvarys up to Nan.
Then the McGilvarys would move further to the north, and the Taylors would return to
Lampang. The tour was a tremendous how-to evangelistic itineration experience taught by a
master missionary which Taylor would continue throughout his missionary career. Lampang
Station was also a bastion of effective missionaries for Christ, with Wilson, Peoples, Briggs,
and others doing substantial work. Among so many capable and experienced workers, Taylor
focused on developing the mission compound, school, and other industries. As these
missionaries opened Nan and Prae stations, Hugh Taylor began to lean more into Lampang's
evangelistic work. Alongside Chiang Mai, Lampang soon became one of the most vital fields
in northern Thailand, doing work among the northern Thai and the Karen and Kamu people.
During this time, the Taylor family grew substantially, having four daughters Ella (b. 8
February 1891), Martha (14 April 1893), Isabella Jane (b. ?), Dora Irene (15 January 1898).

In 1908, Dora Taylor was diagnosed with breast cancer. Dr. Hansen (Lampang
missionary doctor) and Dr. McKean (Chiang Mai missionary doctor) performed the
emergency surgery which was needed. After the surgery, the mission voted for Dora Taylor to
return and recuperate in America. However, Nan Station had little reinforcements, and the
Taylors were considered the best fit. Nan was also considered a proper place and climate for
Dora to heal. In 1908, the Taylors moved up to Nan, and in 1909, they received a permanent
assignment there. Hugh Taylor headed the education work in Nan until 1910 when
Presbyterian missionary M.B. Palmer arrived in the field.

When Taylor arrived in the Nan field, he was in a city and province primed for
evangelistic activity. Dr. Samuel Peoples and Hugh Taylor trained a strong contingent of
northern Thai leaders. These itinerant evangelists and elders would return to Nan city for
training, compare notes, and make reports. From the efforts of these men, the church in Nan
province grew. Outreach began to occur among other hill tribes (Kamu, Miao, and Yao)
within Nan. But Nan church soon found itself to be at a crossroads and well equipped to send
missionaries into French Laos and Yunnan, China.

Since Daniel McGilvary's first mission tour to Luang Prabang in 1872, the Presbyterian
Mission was interested in advancing work towards the east. In 1900, the northern Thai church
commissioned a native evangelist-missionary named Chai Ma to be a missionary among the
Kamu in the Muang Sai region of northern Laos. However. earlv in his work. the Presbvterian
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mission disavowed Chai Ma for sinful conduct. In 1921, Taylor went to French Laos to
reestablish Presbyterian work in the north and to reconnect with Chai Ma, who Hugh Taylor
had known when they had served together in Lampang. Upon arriving in Luang Prabang, they
found that their passports did not allow travel to the Muang Sai region where Chai Ma was
serving. Instead, Taylor and his team took advantage of working in the Luang Prabang region
and then traveled slowly down the Mekong River to Vientianne, doing multiple evangelistic
events among the villages along the river. Taylor and the team were encouraged by the Laos
peoples' response and returned to Nan proposing further work. Unfortunately, western
missionary forces became low, and Taylor was restricted from travel into the French Laos
field for a few years. Instead, Nan station sent a contingent of their evangelists into the
region.

In 1924, the Taylors were forced to return to the USA for Dora Taylor to have surgery
for a malignant tumor. The surgery was a success, but the radium treatments afterward caused
her stomach to become atrophied. After some months of suffering, she died in March 1925.
After Dora's death, Hugh Taylor returned to Nan, and after the rainy season, he made a hasty
trip to Luang Prabang. There, Taylor baptized a Thai Lao couple and helped establish two
northern Thai missionaries, which received approval from the Siam Mission as a three-year
experiment in January 1926. On 27 November 1926, Hugh Taylor married Julia Hatch, the
principal of the Dara Girl's School in Chiang Mai.

In 1927, Julia joined High Taylor in Nan with the decided emphasis to establish
Presbyterian Mission work in French Laos. Unfortunately, the great depression soon pinched
the Presbyterian Mission board's finances. After three years of work, the Siam Presbyterian
Mission hatched a deal to ask the Christian & Missionary Alliance to take over the Luang
Prabang field. In exchange, the Siam Presbyterian Mission wanted the C&MA to leave the
northeast part of Thailand for the Presbyterians to do further work there. The C&MA's
response was to take on the Luang Prabang field gladly but also insisted that they would carry
on the work in the northeast region of Thailand. A deal was struck, with the Presbyterians
getting nothing out of the agreement.

The Taylors were disappointed in the decision by their mission. However, their retirement
neared, and a fight would do little to overturn the decision. In early 1934, the Taylors, along
with Dr. William Kneedler (a Presbvterian Missionarv in Chiang Mai). took a final tour into
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northern Laos before their planned retirement. Unfortunately, during this time, Julia Hatch
came down with a severe fever and died on 18 February 1934. Julia was then hastily buried
on a hilltop across from Pack Hang village on the Mekong River. Upon the tour's completion,
Hugh Taylor returned to Nan as a widower, about to retire without his wife by his side. At a
celebration before Taylor's departure, the newly appointed Nan governor proposed for the
Nan Christian School to be renamed after Hugh Taylor to honor his efforts in the field. Taylor
humbly responded that the King of Siam had named the school and should not change it. A
new proposal was called for, where the longest road in Nan City was to be renamed Taylor
road. The governor and all the attendees unanimously accepted this.

Hugh Taylor retired and lived in San Francisco and Berkley, California. During World
War I1, he assisted the US government in fighting back the Japanese in SE Asia by serving as
a translator with Thai freedom radio broadcasts from California. In 1950, Taylor returned to
Nan for almost one year alongside Dr. Kneedler. After his short time in Thailand, Taylor
returned to the USA, and on 5 January 1952, he died in his ninetieth year. Taylor’s great
contribution to the cause of mission in southeast Asia is his fevered attempt to open the door
for Protestant work in northern Laos and in his reliance and faith in northern Thai Christians
to advance this Kingdom building work.
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