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For my family, especially my Father

‘The great dragon was hurled down – that ancient serpent called the devil or Satan, who leads the whole world astray. He was hurled to the earth, and his angels with him . . . “Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God, and the authority of his Christ. For the accuser of our brothers . . . has been hurled down . .”’

Rev. 12:9, 10


Also by Jackie Pullinger

Crack in the Wall


Introduction

Of course Chasing the Dragon backfired on me. I had written it in the hope of recording history and inspiring hope. Having disposed of one decade I had hoped to get on with more life. Instead I was invited to retell the story again and again, whereas I had meant that you, who read it, might see that the same God could impart His heart and His power in your city and you would write your own books.

In 1989 the announcement of the Walled City’s impending demise prompted the telling of the Life and Death of Kowloon Walled City as told in Crack in the Wall. It was intended as a collection of cameos suitable for the toilet or the coffee table. Again it was history and gave among other things the continuing saga of the Walled City’s Triad boss and his eventual quiet turning to Christ.

We have little evidence as to what happened to those whom Jesus healed in the Gospels. The accounts mostly stop suddenly. This new edition will not finish their stories but is some attempt to update our situation. The first edition covered about ten years and the new material in this edition overviews more than twenty years in two chapters. I hope you will forgive the time swings. It all seemed like yesterday.

The Walled City has gone. Even Hang Fook Camp, our urban squat, has gone too. Where can you find us if you visit Hong Kong? Hopefully in all the streets and blocks. We will probably be unnamed for we care not to extend our work but His kingdom. There are many more adventures to be had. There are many more battles to be fought. It would be such fun to be in them rather than read of them.

Go! Write your own books. Go!

JACKIE PULLINGER


Preface

I first met Jackie Pullinger in 1968 when I went to Hong Kong to make a film for BBC television. Thanks to a friend’s introduction, she came to my hotel to tell me about her work in the Walled City, which was then just beginning. As I had run a youth club myself in the East End of London, I was fascinated by what she told me, and went to see the Walled City with her; it was exactly as she describes it.

Over the years we kept in touch by letter, and year by year her work developed. Those outside Hong Kong who had ever heard of Jackie Pullinger were very few until the Sunday Times wrote about her work in 1974. There followed a question in Parliament about the status of the Walled City, articles by Reuters, UPI and other international agencies, and a fifty-minute film by the British TV company ATV in 1978. Jackie was in England then to talk about the work, and I asked her if together we could write a fuller account of all that had happened. With some reluctance she agreed, and I revisited Hong Kong in 1979. Jackie did not agree with my first draft, and so she rewrote the whole book herself when she came to stay with our family in California.

Some of the names and places in the book have had to be changed to protect the characters concerned, nearly all of whom are still living in Hong Kong. Apart from that, everything happened as Jackie describes it; it is her story, but many of the events described can be verified from other sources.

My thanks are due to the many people who helped us complete the book against a tough time schedule. Among many I would mention Marjorie Witcombe and Mary Stack in Hong Kong, who lent us their homes there, to Susan Soloman in California, to my brother Edward and his friends in the World Bank in Washington, where the manuscript was completed, and most important of all to my wife Juliet who did a magnificent job of editing and advising throughout. There is much that we had to leave out, and we do not describe what has been happening since 1976; those events will have to await another book.

ANDREW QUICKE

London

April 1980


Glossary



	amah


	  –  


	a Chinese servant




	congee


	  –  


	a rice porridge often eaten for breakfast




	daih lo


	  –  


	Big Brother




	daih ma


	  –  


	Big Mother, the senior Chinese wife




	daih pai dong


	  –  


	street stall




	for-gei


	  –  


	waiter or worker




	fui-goih


	  –  


	repent




	gong-sou


	  –  


	a talk between rival Triads to attempt a settlement over gang affairs




	‘Hai bin do ah?’


	  –  


	‘Where do you come from?’




	Hak Nam


	  –  


	darkness   –  often used as a name for Hong Kong’s walled city




	hawh-fui


	  –  


	regret




	kai ma


	  –  


	godmother

	[image: image]
	the terms are used to define a close relationship between an older woman and a child she takes to be her own



	kai neui


	  –  


	goddaughter




	kung-fu


	  –  


	a type of Chinese martial art




	lap-sap


	  –  


	rubbish




	Mama-san


	  –  


	name for a woman who is in charge of various girl prostitutes or bar girls




	‘M’gong?’


	  –  


	‘Not talking?’




	mintoi


	  –  


	eiderdown




	‘Moe yeh’


	  –  


	‘Nothing’




	pahng-jue


	  –  


	lord of the hut or master of a drug den




	‘Pa ma fan’


	  –  


	‘Afraid of trouble’




	pin-mun


	  –  


	illegal business




	Poon Siu Jeh


	  –  


	‘Pullinger’ in Chinese




	sai lo


	  –  


	Little Brother




	sai ma


	  –  


	Little Mother, the junior Chinese wife or concubine




	Seui Fong
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	  –  


	names of different Triads, illegal in Hong Kong




	14K





	Ging Yu





	Wo Shing Wo




	siu yeh


	  –  


	a snack




	tin-man-toi


	  –  


	weatherman, meaning watchman




	wunton


	  –  


	dumplings stuffed with shrimp and pork




	‘Yau moe gau chor’


	  –  


	‘You must be off your head’




	‘Yauh’


	  –  


	‘I’m here’




	‘Yeh sou ngoi nei’


	  –  


	‘Jesus loves you’






1

The Trail of Blood

The guard spat into the alley, but nodded quite kindly and allowed me to pass. I left him there squatting in his soiled T-shirt. Having no further interest in me he removed one of his flip-flops and returned to picking his black toe nails. The entrance he was so ceremoniously guarding was almost hidden and I had to squeeze between two dark buildings as I crept into this strange Chinese ‘city’ so feared by the people of Hong Kong.

The darkness blindfolded me for a moment, and although I knew the way well by this time, I stepped very cautiously along the narrow lane, barely wide enough for one to walk. I kept my eyes lowered on the ground for two reasons; to avoid stepping on nameless horrors, so falling into the open sewer, and to avoid presenting an upturned face to the windows above which intermittently spewed their refuse on to the street below. I clapped my hands to make the rats run, but some of them were so tame that they sat arrogantly in what they obviously regarded as their territory; it took several loud claps to shift them.

Then I saw it – a small spot of red gleaming in the filthy mud, and a little way ahead several more drops – it was certainly fresh blood. My stomach gripped into a tight knot, for I feared that I knew whose blood it was. Ah Sor had been given to me by a magistrate to look after as a son for one year. Then a Triad group nick-named Seui Fong came after him to slash him over some unfinished gang business. It seemed that they had found him. As I hurried on I saw glistening patches ahead and stepped past two more tin-man-toi – the watchmen for the Triad gangsters who controlled the Walled City. They knew me and yielded as I passed; their faces showed nothing.

I turned a corner into another street indistinguishable in its foul broken-walled buildings from the last, except that it contained the main gambling den operated by the brothers of the 14K gang. Then past the evil archways of the opium dens where there leaned more watchers nodding and dozing and seeing nothing. The gap between the hovels here was barely an arm’s stretch wide, so I stepped into a doorway to avoid bumping into a crazed looking dope addict who was walking somewhere very fast.

Up the next street the patches of blood lay in clusters. I couldn’t run in this stinking maze – it was too slippery and dark, but I was impatient to find the source of the blood. I dreaded it too.

I reached the main street, one of the few lit inside the Walled City. I had to walk more carefully now as I passed another gambling den, slimy outside with urine-soaked earth. The prostitutes recognized me and called from their orange boxes outside the blue film theatre. ‘Miss Poon, Poon Siu Jeh, will you help us?’ They put out their hands, the backs scarred with needle marks – their aged faces almost without hope. Then I turned into my little alley to the room I rented and opened at night to welcome the Chinese gangsters.

Outside I found a large dark puddle. The shadowy people around looked unconcerned. ‘Please, what’s happened?’ I asked fearfully.

An old Cantonese man shook his head and muttered, ‘Nothing, nothing.’ But the others looked away. In a place controlled by Triads you keep your hands over your eyes to survive. It is safer to see nothing – not to be involved. Then a woman appeared with a broom and a bucket and swept the blood down the street until it was absorbed and obliterated. Several barefoot children, babies strapped to their backs, played as if nothing were happening.

Full of fear for Ah Sor I unlocked the iron gate – a protective feature of all Hong Kong dwellings, however poor – and went into our small club room. It was dark, damp smelling and hard to keep clean as there was no water supply for inhabitants of the Walled City. What they needed had to be carried in buckets from taps and stand pumps outside. Terrible things crawled out of the sewers and across the club room walls. I was always more afraid of the large cess-pool spiders than the gangsters, but that night as I sat alone in our room, my thoughts were on Ah Sor.

His mother had sold him as a baby to a childless opium addict who was frightened of going to hell without a son to worship his dead spirit. Thus Ah Sor grew up with a desperate sense of betrayal – longing to be loved, but unable to recognize it when offered. In fact, ‘Granny’ – the addict’s mother – loved him fondly, but as she was also a seller of heroin, her influence on his life could hardly be called refining. To counter-balance his sense of total unbelonging Ah Sor joined a Triad gang. It gave him prestige and a place where he belonged. He grew up fighting and earned his first spell in juvenile prison at the age of thirteen. Over the years I had come to know of his life and problems and tried to help him, but he continued to go in and out of prison and was as hopelessly hooked on drugs as was his addict step-father. I felt I really loved him, but this love had not changed his life a bit, and so I sat on one of our crude handmade benches in the club and did the only thing I could – I prayed.

Five minutes later a girl burst into my room, panting, ‘Miss Poon, go to the hospital immediately, Elizabeth Hospital – they called for you!’

‘Who is it there – is it Ah Sor?’ I was so relieved that there was some news at last.

‘I just have to tell you to go quickly – something about dying,’ and the girl disappeared into the dingy labyrinth. She was only a message carrier who knew nothing.

I locked up and collected a couple of boys I knew on the way out. We chased back through the alleys as fast as we could and once outside the Walled City they hailed a taxi.

‘Quickly, quickly, Elizabeth Hospital! Maybe our friend die!! More quickly!’

Hong Kong taxis need no encouragement to speed and our driver mentally slew the other drivers. He zigzagged in and out of the traffic lanes, driving deliberately with only one hand on the steering wheel, never slowing, but crashing on his brakes at the last moment. My hands were clenched as I was praying and thinking and racing all at the same time. ‘Maybe my friend die,’ I thought in Cantonese. What a miserable kind of half life he had had and how I longed to show him something better. If only he could know that somebody cared.

‘God, please save his life – let him be saved.’ The driver was by now bouncing up and down in his seat with excitement and for several terrifyingly long moments he took his eyes off the road completely and swung round in his seat to observe the macho impression he was making on us. By this time we were all praying out loud. As if finding the Casualty Department were a surprise, our taxi screeched to a sudden halt and we leaped out to find Ah Sor before he died.

But it was not Ah Sor who was dying. It was Ah Tong who had left that sinister trail along the streets. I had only known Ah Tong by reputation, as one of the most depraved gang leaders, living off prostitution and using his gang followers such as Ah Sor to make collection from the brothels. Even among his own kind he was despised because he used to go to parties, seduce young girls and then sell these ruined lives into the rackets. As we waited in the passage outside his ward I learned more of the story.

Apparently the Seui Fong gang had hidden down a dark alley near my room armed with knives and water pipes. This was reciprocal warfare over a brother who had been wronged years previously. The target was Ah Sor. As he moved toward the street with Ah Tong and another brother he was unaware of the ambush. A knife glinted, the gang jumped and made for their victim. But Ah Tong saw them coming and threw himself in the way to protect Ah Sor. His arm was slashed until it was nearly severed before the attackers left him lying in a pool of his own blood. Ah Sor, with the other brother, ran home, fetched a mintoi (Chinese eiderdown) and wrapped up their protector, their gang boss. They staggered with him along the streets until they reached an exit and could take a taxi. Once having delivered their burden to the hospital, they fled. (There are police at hospitals who ask questions about gang fights and they did not want any report of this incident.)

Yet another brother relayed this story before he in turn disappeared, but the only information I could extract from the nurse was that the patient would almost certainly lose his arm, if not his life.

Sitting there on the hard hospital seat I thought over what I had heard. I grew more and more impressed with the behaviour of the man I had yet to see. All right, he was evil and lived a revolting life, but I felt he had shown a rare degree of love. Jesus said, ‘Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down his life for his friends.’

Ah Tong had been ready to die. I rang up some friends, told them to come to the hospital and we stayed there all night praying for his life. When his family turned up they stood aghast at our totally incomprehensible behaviour. Whatever were we, good people, Christians even, doing praying for their son? To them he was bad, had left their home young, ran the streets, organized the gangs and merited only a ‘turning by on the other side’.

At last the Sister gave us permission to enter the ward. I heard the Chinese nurses telling each other, ‘They’re pastors, come to pray.’

But dressed as I was in old jeans and a sweater I could understand their curious stares. We were hardly a conventional group come to administer the last rites in the middle of the night.

I stood by the bedside and looked at Ah Tong. He lay desperately pale from loss of blood with drips in his uninjured arm and a huge wad of dressing over the sutured injury. He was deeply unconscious still. Afraid to disturb his bandages we cautiously laid our hands on him and prayed for him in Jesus’ name. He did not immediately sit up, though I believed he might, and as long as we were there he did not recover consciousness. The bulletins from the hospital each day, however, were extraordinary. It seemed he was making amazing progress – almost miraculous? And then to our joy and with the incredulous consent of the medical staff, he was discharged. It was within five days of the attack. He had made a remarkable recovery, keeping not only his life, but also the full use of his arm.

Anyone would think that after this miracle Ah Tong might be pleased to see one of his intercessors, but far from it. In the following months if he ever spotted me in the dark and dreary alleys he would run as if I were the Chief Inspector after him. He was afraid to see me. But I did get several messages saying ‘thank you,’ from him.

‘Thank me for what?’ I asked the message bearer – a yellow toothed youth with a grown-out perm.

‘He believes your prayers saved his life.’

The boy was sniffing and sweating and clearly in need of a fix, but he looked at me with respect. Anything his boss believed, he was prepared to believe, too. But if Ah Tong believed that, why did he run from me? The illogicality of it all puzzled me for some time. Months afterwards I found the pathetic reason behind it all. He was an addict and he needed a shot of heroin several times a day. All the time he had been in hospital his girl friend, whom he had originally raped and sold into a live sex show when she was fourteen, had been bringing him drugs.

He knew I was a Christian and he knew that Christians were good people, and he knew drug addicts were bad people. So it was wrong for him to express his gratitude in person. He felt dirty – not clean enough for those good Christians.

It was several years later that Ah Tong fell across the doorstep of my little Walled City room. It was nearly the middle of the night. I do not think he had come through any conscious decision. He looked at me with devil-tormented eyes and blurted out, ‘Poon Siu Jeh, I’m desperate. I’ve tried to kick it so many times, but I can’t get off drugs. Can you help me?’

‘No, I can’t,’ I said, ‘but I have good news for you. Jesus can. I think you should understand something about Jesus’ life. Some years back you were willing to die for your brother, Ah Sor, and I’ve never forgotten that. You did something very wonderful.’

Ah Tong’s brows were drawn in concentration as he listened and his face mirrored his disappointment, hope, and puzzlement.

‘What would you think about dying for someone in the other gang?’ I asked.

‘Tcha!’ A lump of spit shot from his mouth and he looked bitterly at me. ‘You must be joking! Your brother is one thing, but no one dies for his enemy!’

‘That is just what Jesus did. He not only died for his own gang, but for everyone in the other gangs. He was the Son of God. He never did wrong, but healed people and made them whole – and He died for His enemies – for us. If we believe in Him, He will give us His life because He loves us.’

I do not think the drug-riddled mind of Ah Tong understood all of the doctrine of redemption. He was crazy for drugs and this had been a long speech, but I could see that something had happened. He was absolutely amazed at the idea that Jesus loved someone like himself. For the first time in years something – or someone, had penetrated his mean heart and he was moved.

I hurried him out of the Walled City, down to the Kowloon waterfront, across the harbour on the ferry and up to the small flat on Hong Kong island. He knew we were going to the ‘church’ but quite what he had in mind I do not know for he looked stunned as we entered the apartment.

It was minute by Western standards and not like a church at all. He was standing in what was obviously the living/dining room which was bright and cheerfully decorated – even curtained. Everything was so clean and beautiful, and it felt like a home, not a church. But most extraordinary of all were the people, who were all smiling. There seemed to be a lot of Westerners, as well as a lot of Chinese young men and all of those he recognized. There were men he had known in jail; there were men he had fought with or against. There were men with whom he had taken drugs. But now they were all shining and happy and fat with good health. They began to tell him that they believed in Jesus and that Jesus’ power had changed their lives.

‘Yeow – even you here too?’ he said as he greeted another friend.

‘Yup, it’s true, Ah Tong.’ (They spoke in the equivalent of Cantonese Cockney.)

‘You know us – we’d never use this “holy” talk if we didn’t really believe. I mean – well, you’d expect Miss Poon and those priests to spout the Bible and all that, but they’ve never kicked drugs – they don’t know what it’s like. I got so the pain, the screaming agony was so bad that I prayed to Jesus like they told us and it worked!

‘My pain went away and I felt really changed, and – well – sort of new. I got this strength like – it’s called the Holy Spirit and I spoke in a new language and I didn’t have any pain at all.’

It was a bit incoherent but Ah Tong clearly thought, ‘If they can, so can I. If Jesus did it for him, He can do it for me.’

He told us he would believe Jesus was God and ask Him to change his life. Then he prayed and as he did so, his desperately thin and pain-lined face softened and relaxed. He smiled.

The other one-time crooks looked at one another joyfully. Once more they were taking part in a miracle. Ah Tong had received the gift of speaking in a language he had never learned and found that praying came easily. Joy filled his eyes and as he lay on his bunk bed he grew more and more at peace. We all joined him and sat with him until he slept soundly.

Ah Tong stayed on in the house. There was no need for him to go ‘cold turkey’, an experience that so tortures the human body that it can result in an addict’s death. (The term is derived from the fact that when an addict is withdrawing from drugs without medication, as well as severe and painful symptoms there are also fits of cold shivers which cause ‘turkey’ skin.) We gave him no medication, not even aspirin. We did not even give him cigarettes to help him in his withdrawal from heroin. Every time he began to feel a slight pang he went back to praying and using his new language. His withdrawal period was pain-free. No vomiting, no cramps, no diarrhoea, no shivers. With this miracle Ah Tong began a new life.


2

Slow Boat to China

Immigration control boarded the ship and I stood first in the queue longing to disembark and get on with my adventure. Earlier that morning I had dressed, once again finally locked my bags ready for disembarkation, and had gone up on deck. The sight took my breath away. All the places we had passed by earlier on the voyage seemed so flat by comparison. Here was perspective. Here were mountains shimmering and fading into the mist in an Oriental painting. I found myself filled with peace and as I recognized that this was the place God had chosen, I said thank you.

So now I stood waiting and looking across the South China sea at the Pearl of the Orient, Hong Kong. Around us was the harbour separating Victoria Island and the Kowloon Peninsula. It was thronged with small craft; little fishing sampans bobbing up and down as they were sculled with peculiar skill by slant-eyed girls; lighters gaily painted in red, blue, yellow, and green hurrying to unload the freight ships anchored in the channel; and the wallah wallahs offloading their crew.

Ferry boats moved between outlying islands carrying shift workers, and crowding the water fronts were the ancient junks bringing food to the Colony from mainland China. They looked oddly old-fashioned for behind them, along the shoreline rose row upon row of magnificent modern skyscrapers clinging to the sides of the mountain on Hong Kong Island right up to the peak where they disappeared into ethereal clouds.

Close at hand behind the dockyards with their warehouses strangely named ‘godowns’ I saw glimpses of Chinese streets, their signs displayed in large characters hanging horizontally from the buildings. They looked quaint, exciting, hinting of the exotic East acclaimed by tourist guides. As I lifted my eyes I saw behind them in the distance on the Kowloon side more mountains. These were the hills of the Nine Dragons in the New Territories that stretched away to the border with Mao’s China, a mere twenty miles away. Hong Kong from the water on a sunny morning looked beautiful; but it was a facade.

The immigration officer did not echo my eagerness. He took from me my completed forms stating that I was entering the Colony to work and settled down to question my replies. They did not make him happy.

‘Where you live?’

‘I don’t actually have anywhere to live yet.’

‘Where your friends?’

‘I haven’t got any of those here yet.’

‘Where you work?’

‘Well, no – I don’t have a job either.’

The young Cantonese looked at me darkly. His Hong Kong English had managed the interrogation fine so far, but my answers were not according to the book. Maybe he thought I looked a bit pathetic so he tried some supplementary questions: ‘Where your mother?’ He was quite kind now.

‘She’s in England.’

‘Where your return ticket?’

‘Oh, I haven’t got one of those’ – this quite blithely. It had not worried me having a one-way ticket and I could not see why he was so concerned.

Finally he brightened – we were in a place where one commodity usually solves most problems. ‘How much money you got?’

I felt quite pleased as I considered myself rather well-off: by dint of limiting my soft drinks on the month’s journey out I had arrived with almost what I had when I boarded the ship. ‘About H.K. $100,’ (£6 in 1966) I said proudly.

‘Not enough,’ the man snapped. ‘Hong Kong velly expensive place! That money not enough three days!’ And he bustled off importantly in his fine peaked cap and starched shorts to find his superior. They consulted a moment, then came back at me in officialdom. ‘Even though you British,’ said the Chief, ‘we refuse you permission to leave the ship. Wait here.’

I gathered they thought I was a prostitute looking for easy earnings from U.S. troops on ‘rest and recreation’ trips from Vietnam. A girl with no means of support, no home, no friends, no nothing, I stood watching all the other passengers land and wondering what they were going to do with me. Into my mind flashed horrible visions of their locking me up in the ship’s hold and sending me back to England in disgrace. I would have to meet all my friends who would say, ‘Told you so! Fancy setting off round the world and leaving all the plans to God – very irresponsible!’ What was I going to do? How had I landed here in the first place?

My Mother had only been expecting one of us and when as an end-of-war bonus she gave birth to twins, my Father was granted forty-eight hours compassionate leave. It must have been a disappointment for him, hoping for a rugby team and ending up with four girls instead. So I tried to make it up to him by behaving like a tomboy; climbing and running, boys’ toys and bicycles and later a passionate interest in rugger and scrum halves.

One of my first memories is when I was four. I was leaning against the radiator in our home in Sutton, outside London, and thinking, ‘Is it really worth being good?’ I knew there was a choice, but did it pay to be good? So I went on sitting on the radiator – it made a lovely hollow noise when you banged it – and thinking. I ended up deciding that whatever I did was bound to be found out by someone some day. There would be a reckoning.

About a year later my twin and I were sitting in Sunday School when a proper missionary came to talk to us. She was dressed up like the pictures of missionaries in Victorian children’s books, complete with long dark skirt and hair pulled back in a bun. Pointing at each one of us sitting on our baby chairs she fluted, ‘And could God want you on the Mission Field?’ I remember thinking the answer to that question cannot be ‘no’ because, of course, God wants everyone on the Mission Field. What exactly a Mission Field was I had no idea; I had a dim picture of myself sitting at the door of a mud hut, a sort of White Queen in Africa feeling worthy. There were people like that in a missionary booklet I had seen.

I told a friend at our little Junior School that I wanted to be a missionary. It was a disastrous mistake. I soon found that everyone expected me to be better than everyone else. ‘But I thought you were going to be a missionary?’ they would say accusingly when I was naughty. I always felt this was cheating somehow – it did not seem quite fair. So I learned very early that in England it is better to keep quiet about these things.

So I invented a series of careers to throw people off the scent – a conductor; the first woman to climb Everest; a circus performer. But occasionally I was found out, once when a school friend’s mother gushed, ‘So, you’re the one who’s going to be a missionary, aren’t you?’ I went very pink and hoped no one would mention it again.

However, privately some things still bothered me. One day I was walking over the railway bridge with my twin sister Gilly, on our way back from meeting Nellie, our friend and the family daily help. As usual we had scrounged lime green penny lollies off her but I had hardly got past the bit where it stuck to your tongue when an awful thought appeared, ‘What are we doing on the earth? What is life all about?’ It seemed to me that I was trapped; I could not live just how I pleased in case God was there after all and then one day I would have to explain it all to Him. This was not a happy thought.

Then there was the problem of sin. I had seen the school register and the mark you got against your name every day. Lying on the tennis lawn I looked up at the sky and imagined God was up there with a big book. It had all our names in there and every time you did something wrong you got a mark. I had a look at my column and it was terribly long. I think it went on for pages. Well, there was nothing to be done because there was a song in Sunday School about being stuck with your sins.

God has blotted them out – I’m happy and glad and free!

God has blotted them out, let’s turn to Isaiah and see.

I did not understand ‘blotting out’ so it was years later before I knew what we were singing. I thought of that big book with all my sins stretching for lines and lines and God with a piece of blotting paper carefully blotting them in. At last a solution occurred to me. Youth was in my favour and I decided, ‘If I never do anything wrong again, ever, ever, perhaps one day I will catch up Winston Churchill! He is the goodest person on the earth, but he is very old, so if I stop sinning now maybe we will end up about equal!’

I made a second mistake my first term at boarding school. My twin and I were sitting at the end of the table eating the compulsory piece of brown bread for tea. The head of our table was a tall girl named Mirissa; she told me off for not cutting my bread into half before eating it. I thought I would try to atone for the brown bread by making polite conversation, but, unfortunately, I chose the wrong topic. Having heard the first Billy Graham broadcast a short time previously I mentioned how impressed I had been with the evangelist.

‘Mass emotion!’ she drawled disdainfully and dismissed the subject. I was in such awe of the seniors that ever after in school when such matters cropped up I would sneer, ‘Mass emotion!’

Confirmation came round and it was our form’s turn to be ‘done’. I was rather serious about all this, feeling that I was one of the few who really believed in God. The others were only doing it for the dresses and the Confirmation Tea to which we could invite relatives and godparents. Yet my real fear was that the vicar would ask us individually what we believed, before we could get through; but I need not have worried – he never did. So that was all right. But I had to ask him a question first.

‘What should I think about when the Bishop puts his hands upon my head?’

The vicar thought for a moment, ‘Ah – I should er . . . er – pray!’ he concluded triumphantly. Gilly and I walked forward in our school-issue white dresses and knelt down. The Bishop laid hands on us – I can only remember walking back to my seat filled with joy. Actually I felt like laughing – like splitting my sides. How improper – this was a confirmation service, and this was the solemn bit. Laughing was for the tea after. I found my service sheet and covered up my face so that no one should see me smiling in the pew, and then quickly put my head down in an attitude of prayer. I had hoped to carry off the ceremony looking both reverent and graceful and there did not seem to be any connection between the service and this unseemly gladness. I was giving my life to God; I had expected nothing back.

My next move was to find the classified phone directory, look up missionary societies and take the address of the first one.

‘I’m thinking of becoming a missionary,’ I wrote, ‘and I think I should start preparing now. What subjects should I take?’ They responded by joining me to their postal youth fellowship. It was lovely getting extra mail at boarding school breakfast, but I had to make sure I leaned across the label on the brown envelopes so that no one would find out where my letters came from.

I worked in the holidays in Father’s factory, or gave coaching lessons or delivered letters for the Post Office at Christmas. For several years I held the unofficial title of ‘our Number 1 Post-girl of the year’, and was even elected Miss Croydon (South) 1960. My princely wage was 2s. 4¼d. per hour plus luncheon vouchers; these I exchanged at the Post Office Canteen for Woodbine cigarettes. I was a woman of the world!

And on to the Royal College of Music where I discovered very quickly that musicians regard love as the food of music and had a hard time eluding a persistent horn player. I did have a great predilection for the brass section, however, and spent an unfortunate amount of my time trailing them around from pub to rehearsal to concert to pub. I sat on their instrument cases in the train and did very little practice on my piano or oboe.

From time to time I passed the Christian Union notice board and got a twinge of conscience. But those Christians looked so wet, pimply and feeble and were mostly organists anyway. Not my scene at all. They sat in a holy huddle by themselves in the canteen and looked unattractive, like those awful people who came up to me and asked if I was ‘saved’ or ‘washed in the blood’. I did not know what they were talking about and did not want to either. They looked grim – no make up and felt hats and though they assured me I would change once I ‘knew Jesus’ I certainly did not want to change into one of them.

Instead I went to a series of parties where the chosen forms of recreation were sordid or boring. ‘Well, what did you come for then?’ The men flung this at me when I declined the alternatives. I always went, hoping to meet the man of my dreams and it was a long time before I realized that he was not likely to be at such parties.

I was sitting drably on my commuter train dragging back home from College one day when I met two old school friends. They took one look at me and invited me to a London flat for coffee with a fabulous man who would talk about the Bible. So I went. He was fabulous. But so was everyone there. I could not get over it – they looked quite normal like me! The girls were made up and one of them was talking about bikinis. The men were discussing car racing – and yet all of them were here because they wanted to study the Bible. It was the first time in my life that my toes did not curl up when someone talked to me about Jesus. I could discuss God in that flat easily.

I was upset to hear, though, about Heaven and Hell, which I had thrown out with the mass emotionalism years before. But more disturbing was hearing that no one can go to God except through Jesus. The words were not such a shock as the discovery that Jesus said them. I was constrained either to accept what Jesus said about Himself or to forget about the Christian faith. Amongst my social set the worst sin was to be narrow, but Jesus’ words offered no compromise.

Reluctantly I told Him I would believe what He had said – although I did not like it much. I was converted.

My life became more full than I had believed possible. I had not entered a narrow life after all. Shortly after a man on my Suburban line leaned across the carriage and asked if I believed in God. ‘No,’ I replied, ‘I know Him, it’s different. I know peace, I know where I’m going.’

My new life also brought difficulty. After one particular Bible study the girls sat praying: thanking God for their certainty of going to Heaven. I opened my eyes and peeped at them. They were all smiling and genuinely happy. I was appalled. For if we believed that we were going to Heaven because of Jesus – surely the converse was true also, that some people would not be going. The girls sat down to eat risotto but I dashed out thinking. ‘How can you just sit there believing what you do? What about the people who haven’t heard? Risotto!’

This resulted in my taking part in the kind of scene which I would have despised before my conversion. I found myself playing the piano for a youth squash evangelical tea party in Waddon. This was a Saturday afternoon and I should have been at the Rugger International at Twickenham yelling ‘shove’ with the best of them. But salvation songs and sausage-sizzles in Waddon. Then I was sure my life had really taken a new direction!

Having gained my degree I was enjoying a career teaching music. I wanted to give my whole life somewhere; I was free. I was not especially in love at the time, there was nothing to stop me giving all my time in one place. The missionary idea came back.

So I wrote to Africa (that’s where missionaries go to) to schools, to societies, to broadcasting companies. And they all wrote back, no – they did not want me. One group explained, ‘If you could teach English and Maths then we could find a place for you, but we can’t afford musicians out here yet. Maybe in a few years.’

Undeterred, I sought the best advice going. My idea was to get hold of the visiting speaker, or the good-looking curate, after a meeting and ask for a private audience.

‘What do you think I should do with my life?’ I asked earnestly of each one.

‘Have you prayed about it?’ they always replied. It was maddening because I had prayed about it, but God did not give me a clear answer. My Bible told me to trust and He would lead me. I used to dash down to fetch the post in the mornings thinking guidance would come that way. But the replies were always negative.

One night I had a dream in which the family were all crowded round the dining room table looking at a map of Africa. In the middle of the different coloured countries was a pink one. I leaned over to see what it was called. It said ‘Hong Kong’. I did not really believe that, but I did not want to show up my ignorance.

‘Aah,’ I tried to sound nonchalant, ‘I never knew Hong Kong was there.’

‘Yes, of course, it is, didn’t you know?’ said my Aunty Dotty in a superior tone and I did not dare argue. When I woke up I wrote to the Hong Kong government explaining that I was a qualified musician and that I would like a teaching post. They wrote back saying that applications accompanied by three named referees had to be handled through the Ministry of Overseas Development. Finally they had no jobs for musicians. Then I tried my old Missionary Society, stating that I wanted to go to Hong Kong. Impossible, they said – they did not accept would-be missionaries until the age of twenty-five, so I
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