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Foreword

God was with me in the vast refugee camps of Somalia and Ethiopia, on the South China Sea, in refugee camps in Thailand, in hospitals in the Afghan-Pakistan border in Kenya and Zambia, on HIV/AIDS programs in Tanzania, and in Mozambique, a land littered with landmines. Today, He continues to be with me in my work as a hospital chaplain in the Hawke’s Bay Regional Hospital in New Zealand. I believe He has called me to this place for this time.

For many years, people have been asking me when I was going to write a book about my life and experiences as an international nurse-midwife aid worker. So, I have finally decided to put pen to paper and share my story with others.

I dedicate this book to the following people: Firstly, my parents, the late Frank and Marie Walker, who instilled in me the belief that we need to do our best in everything and make a difference in the lives of people we come across.

I also acknowledge the love and support of my brother and four sisters, and the many friends who have supported me along my life’s journey.

Secondly, I would like to dedicate this book to the hundreds of national health workers, mainly women, and especially the traditional birth attendants, who taught me so much about midwifery in their countries, who challenged my western midwifery skills, and who gave me the title of my book; Purple Hands. I’ve been privileged to work with them and other national and expatriate staff in some of the world’s most challenging places, learning from each other, sharing the good times, and supporting each other through the very tough and challenging times.

Over many years, I have seen the best and the worst of human beings, and I acknowledge all people, wherever they live, who are seeking to make a difference in the lives of the people they meet daily. I hope that my story will challenge other Kiwis, both young and old, to follow their call, their dreams, their passions and step out into our very needy world, taking with them their resilience, adaptability, determination, and that Kiwi number eight wire mentality. We all can make a difference in the lives of those around us, and in those in other countries, by listening, learning and sharing; but first we need to take that first step. As we come to the end of our lives, may we all be able to say, ‘I sought to make a difference, and I did.’

Thirdly, I dedicate this book to my special friends the late Dr John Kerr, and his wife Dr Alison Kerr, whose support and encouragement helped make the writing of this memoir possible.

A big thank you to Dr Alison Kerr, Gail Spence, Christine Best Walker and Marie Anticich, who worked with me on this manuscript.

Finally, but most importantly, I would like to acknowledge God, my Heavenly Father, who has called me, cared for me, and journeyed with me to some of the most far-flung places in our world.


1. First the End…Then the Beginning

I left New Zealand in 1975 and didn’t return to live here until 1996. I spent 20 years working overseas as a Christian aid worker, using my nursing and midwifery skills, in Australia, Vanuatu, Thailand, Somalia, Pakistan, Ethiopia, Kenya, India, Zambia, Tanzania and Mozambique. During those years, I also spent time in England, completing a variety of courses, including Tropical Medicine, Planning for Disaster, Refugee Health, and finally a master’s degree in Medical Anthropology.

I returned home in 1996 because I received a death threat while in Mozambique as part of a World Vision development team. My role was to oversee the World Vision medical contribution to this programme, which was operating in the Tete region of Mozambique, in partnership with the Mozambican Ministry of Health.

I remember arriving in Mozambique in January 1996 and driving through the city of Tete and seeing a surprising number of people with only one leg or no legs, using crutches. I asked Rashid, the World Vision team leader who had collected me from the airport, what had happened. He explained this was because thousands of Mozambican citizens had been severely injured by accidentally stepping on the thousands of landmines laid throughout Mozambique during the civil war. Hundreds more had been killed by landmines. Specialised demining teams were working in Mozambique, trying to locate the land mines and defuse them. In 2015, Mozambique was declared free of land mines with over 171,100 land mines having been removed.

Let me share some background on Mozambique: The Portuguese sailor Vasco de Gama arrived in Mozambique in 1498 and a gradual process of colonisation took place over the next 500 or so years. In 1962, exiled activists met in Tanzania to form the Mozambique Liberation Front, Frelimo, headed by Eduardo Mondlane. In 1964, Frelimo forces started a war of independence and in 1975 Mozambique finally gained its independence. The Frelimo party ruled under a single party system when Samora Machel, the leader of the Frelimo party became president. In 1976, Renamo, an anti-Frelimo resistance group, was set up by Rhodesian officers, and clashes began to occur with the Frelimo in Mozambique. From 1977 to 1992 there was ongoing civil war between Frelimo and Renamo. In 1986, the Mozambican President Samora Machel was killed in an unexplained plane crash in South Africa. Fighting ended in 1992 and the country’s first multi-party elections were held in 1994. In 1995 Mozambique joined the British Commonwealth. An estimated one million Mozambicans died in the fighting or from starvation during the civil war.

My home for the next two years was to be Tete, a city of over 1 million people, on the Zambezi river in the Tete province of Mozambique. Tete was over 1,000 kilometres from Maputo, the capital city of Mozambique, where the World Vision National office was located. Harare, the capital of Zimbabwe was only 338 kilometres away, so it was easier to go and buy supplies there rather than driving for days to Maputo.
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Barbara and local women making mud bricks to be used for building local houses, in Mozambique – 1996.

I was working with a seven-member team of expat, experienced aid workers and a team of Mozambican nationals, including medical staff, logistics staff, agricultural staff, drivers and guards. Given my inability to learn foreign languages (despite a three-week course in Portuguese), I was thrilled to find that John, administrator of the World Vision Mozambique medical program, was fluent in English. He also had a wealth of knowledge and was very willing to guide me in all aspects of the culture, language and history of Mozambique, as well as giving me the background of the World Vision medical programme which we would be working together on.

I lived in a small, two-bedroom house on a World Vision compound in Tete, along with five other WV workers who lived in other houses on the compound. The compound had a high fence around it, with armed guards. Our team leader Rashid and his wife, both from India, lived nearby in another small compound.

And then one day, everything changed

My world turned upside down one Saturday morning in June 1996. I was sitting at my dining-table, drinking a leisurely cup of coffee and planning activities for the coming weeks. I had been in the country six months and was enjoying working with the World Vision Mozambique medical team, as together we were planning to address some of the major health concerns facing the Tete regions: ongoing and increasing malnutrition, the need to re-establish vaccination programs after 17 years of civil war, and the need to upskill local staff, who had gone through many years of a brutal civil war. There was also a huge need to teach mothers how to read and write, which was the focus of one of the programs that I was involved in.

My Saturday morning, usually a time for rest and relaxation after a busy week, was interrupted by a loud knock at the door. I found the armed guard who protected our compound standing there. ‘Bom dia,’ (Good morning in Portuguese) he said, to which I replied, ‘Bom dia,’ as he handed me a white envelope.

‘Obrigado,’ (thank you), I said, shutting the door. I sat down to open the letter; handwritten on a single sheet of white paper were the following words:

‘Unless you and your senior Mozambican staff raise the salaries of the Mozambique health staff, you and your senior Mozambican staff will be killed at the end of the year.’

‘Surely this is a joke!’ I thought. Stunned, I read and re-read the letter. Why would someone send me a death threat? I had felt truly called by God to work alongside Mozambican people and help rebuild their medical programmes after years of civil war. I was also aware that many Mozambicans held the perception that all expatriates had money. World Vision, along with several international aid agencies, meet regularly to discuss wages for local staff to ensure that what they were being paid was fair, depending on the different work they were involved in.

So, why was I being targeted when I wasn’t the one who set the salaries of staff? Suddenly, I felt very alone in this war-ravaged country. Thoughts were racing through my mind. My emotions ran high. I felt angry, fearful, anxious, and worried, all at the same time. Had I offended someone? A thousand and one thoughts began swirling around in my mind. I needed to talk to someone; I decided to show the letter to my expatriate colleague Anne, who lived next door. I knocked on her door and she welcomed me in. ‘Read this,’ I said, shoving the letter at her. She looked at me, realizing that this was serious. Anne’s mouth fell open as she read the message. ‘Oh, Barbara,’ she said, ‘This is awful!’ giving me a reassuring hug. We sat in silence, trying to decide what to do. ‘Let’s drive over to Rashid’s place and show him the letter,’ Anne suggested. (Rashid and his wife lived nearby on another small World Vision compound.)

Our land cruiser was parked on our compound, and we asked the driver to take us to Rashid’s house. A few minutes later, we arrived at their house and were duly invited in. Rashid and Anika sat us down and offered us a cold drink, before asking, ‘What can we do for you?’ Wordlessly, I passed the letter to Rashid. Glancing at me questioningly, he took the note. A look of shock crossed his face and he came over and hugged me. ‘I am sorry, Barbara, that you have received this. We will support you through this, I promise.’ I knew he would, but suddenly I felt panicky and tearful. The threat was beginning to feel very real. ‘I’ll increase security on the compound and inform the World Vision National director in Maputo,’ Rashid assured me. ‘And I’ll contact the local police.’ After a time of prayer, the driver took Anne and me back to the compound.

The following night, at our weekly expat staff meeting, Rashid informed our seven-member team of the death threat. As a senior member of the World Vision team, John was also invited to come that night. We decided that this situation would remain within the four walls of the house and wouldn’t be discussed amongst the local staff. Rashid urged us to be vigilant and to report any concerns to him without delay. My colleagues rallied around me, offering their support and the evening ended with prayer. I struggled to sleep that night and for many months to come. The smallest noise unnerved me, and I never felt safe.

Questions tormented me: Did one of the medical team write the letter? Or was it someone who had a grudge against World Vision? It wasn’t only directed at me but also at our senior Mozambican staff – why? Would they really carry out the threat? And if so, how? Waves of fear washed over me. I became suspicious of everyone and my nerves were frayed. It was also very hard for John, as he was the most senior Mozambican staff member on our team. The death threat included him as well.

On the Monday following that eventful Saturday morning, Rashid and John went to see the Tete chief of police and informed him of the note. A few days later, he came to see me and asked for names of possible suspects. John was present at the meeting. I thought about it, felt that a reply could place me in even more danger, and refused to supply a list of names. After some discussion, it was decided that the police would interview all World Vision Mozambican medical staff over the coming days. The police chief who had come to see me asked us to provide writing pads, pens and a light bulb before the interviews could start. He explained that such supplies were needed to conduct the interviews. I could understand the pads and pens, but the light bulb? He explained that the light bulb in room that they would be using for the interviews had broken and they didn’t have the money to buy a replacement. This didn’t exactly fill me with confidence.

Despite all of this, both John and I continued to lead the medical team. I found the weekly team meetings very hard as we discussed the upcoming work plans; still the question haunted me: ‘Which one of you wrote the death threat?’ Weeks ticked by, and the police seemed to have lost interest in my case. When Rashid asked the police for an update, they told him the case was ongoing. Soon, months had ticked by.

In my many years as a humanitarian relief worker, I had never broken a contract, and I desperately wanted to continue in my role as manager of the World Vision medical programme and complete the projects in Mozambique. But with the death threat hanging over me, I felt uncertain. As the months passed and I became increasingly conscious that the end of the year was looming, tension mounted, accompanied by unhurried police investigations. But I forced myself to be patient and work with the police, as I was a guest in their country, after all. I didn’t write home to my parents about this situation as I didn’t want to worry them.

John and I continued to work with the team, and I spent time travelling with the Mozambique staff, visiting the various World Vision feeding centres which had been set up in some of the poorer areas of Tete province. Because these feeding centres were in very remote areas, access to them was limited due to roads near the feeding centres not yet having been cleared of land mines. To visit one such feeding centre, we had to cross over the border into Malawi then drive the length of Malawi, and cross back into Tete province to access a major mine-free road to the feeding centre. If we were late in reaching the border crossing, we had to sleep at the border in our land cruisers. This happened on more than one occasion. Many of the clinics I oversaw were on the more minor roads, which may or may not have been checked yet by the demining teams. As these teams cleared each road, signs would be erected on the side of the road informing everyone that the road was safe. So, we relied on the driver to ensure that these roads had been demined. A lot of the travel that I did was in very remote areas and if we had a toilet stop, we didn’t wander off into the bushes on the side of the road as we couldn’t be sure if that area had been checked for landmines! This added to the excitement of the work, to say the least.

An update from the police

After several months, the local police finally got back to Rashid and me, informing us they had interviewed all the staff members and hadn’t found the letter writer. They said the only way to find out was to arrest them all and beat a confession out of them. This seemed barbaric to me; perhaps this was something that happened in this part of the world, but I chose to say no. The next comment from the Police chief absolutely astounded me, ‘You’re the only person we haven’t interviewed,’ he declared, and ordered me to come to the station the following morning for an interview. ‘You must be joking,’ I thought. I complied, insisting that John needed to be with me for any interview, as I didn’t have enough Portuguese.

The Police chief met us at the station the next morning. ‘I want to interview you alone,’ he informed me. ‘Come with me to the interview room.’ ‘I need my colleague John to come with me and translate,’ I insisted. ‘I have very little Portuguese and I need John.’ The Police chief refused point blank. ‘You must come with me alone,’ he stated slightly raising his voice. We had reached a stalemate. Again, I told him I wouldn’t be interviewed without John. The Police chief and John started a dialogue in Portuguese. I couldn’t understand a word they said but it was obvious that neither of them was prepared to back down. The Police chief was furious and again ordered me to come with him. I looked at my colleague with tear-filled eyes and refused to move. The Police chief stormed off, uttering a few angry words. John and I were driven back to the World Vision office which was on the edge of town, and there I met with our team leader, Rashid. We discussed what do to next. We obviously weren’t going to get any more help from the police.

I had conflicting emotions and felt ambivalent. When I arrived in Mozambique, I had signed a two-year contract, and here I was, wanting to walk away from the job after just six months. I also didn’t want to let down the people of New Zealand, who so generously supported the work of World Vision in Mozambique by donating money and supporting events like the annual 40 Hour Famine. I had spoken to the New Zealand High Commissioner who was based in Harare, Zimbabwe, about a project which I was hoping to start in a very poor part of Tete Province.

We wanted to set up a project that involved gathering women and their young toddlers together, feeding the children with high energy porridge, and running literacy classes for the women, which would include reading and writing. He was very supportive of this project and helped fund it. I hated the thought of abandoning this and other projects I’d initiated.

Another project which I was involved in, involved investing in the Mozambican World Vision staff. Mozambique had joined the British Commonwealth in 1995, and there was a huge interest in learning English. Our staff were very keen to learn, and I had arranged for Nick and Lucy (the grown children of Sheila and Roger, friends from Liverpool) to come and teach.

Despite my worry over the project’s future, having Nick and Lucy staying with me helped to take my mind off the death threat hanging over me. As time passed, the end of the year was coming closer and the storm clouds seemed to grow larger and blacker. I wasn’t coping well, and I knew something had to change. I had to wonder whether, if I left, the projects I had set up would continue, or if all my efforts would be wasted. I forced myself to go to work each day, commit to these projects, and patiently wait for the police to come up with something.

By early November, the situation was becoming untenable. I was losing sleep at night and felt it couldn’t trust anyone. The letter had said I would be killed by the end of the year unless senior staff received a pay increase; the end of the year was only one month away.

Things turned around after I phoned World Vision New Zealand director, Colin Prentice. He rang Bruce McConchie, a fellow New Zealander who was then the Director of World Vision Southern Africa. I felt somewhat relieved when Colin suggested that I give Bruce a ring. Bruce and I had worked together in Tanzania; he knew me well, and he knew that I was someone who was normally very strong, having gone through some tough times during my aid worker journey. Later that day I phoned and shared with him what had happened. Bruce voiced his concerns about the death threat that I had received and on-going stress it was causing me and asked me to come to South Africa to meet with him. He made arrangements for this to happen, and the next day, a Friday, I was driven to Harare and flown to South Africa. Bruce met me at Johannesburg, and we went to the World Vision office. He listened quietly as I explained the situation and finally said, ‘Barbara, we need to get you out of Mozambique as quickly as possible.’

We developed a plan. I was to fly back to Harare on Saturday; the World Vision driver would collect me and drive me back to Tete and I would go to work on Monday morning as if nothing had happened. The expats on the team would be informed, but not the Mozambican staff, which included John. I really struggled with this decision as we had worked so closely together but I felt I needed to abide by what Bruce had arranged. On Monday morning, I went to the office and continued with my work, hoping no-one would notice my inner turmoil. I knew I had to leave Mozambique for my own safety and sanity, but it was an incredibly hard thing to do. Working in African countries, I’d learnt that farewells were extremely important as they gave the person leaving a chance to say good-bye and to ask forgiveness for any wrongs they had done, and vice versa. Now I was leaving without saying goodbye. Walking out on John and the team felt like a betrayal; I knew he would be hurt, as I would be if the situation was reversed.

I left the office late afternoon and climbed into the waiting land cruiser. My heart ached as we entered the compound gate for the very last time. I walked into my house and found that Mary, my house girl, had just finished preparing my dinner. I thanked her and signalled I didn’t require dinner tomorrow night as I was going out. She probably thought I was going out to one of my colleague’s home for dinner, but I knew I was going out, and leaving Mozambique, never to return. Mary said goodbye and left the house. I never saw Mary again. I ate the dinner she’d prepared and started to pack my one suitcase. I fought back the tears, as I was sad to be leaving, but also relieved, knowing, as I did every moment of every day, that the end of the year was fast approaching. Later that evening, my expatriate colleagues came to say goodbye, and they kindly sent my belongings back to New Zealand some months later.

I spent a restless night trying to process the events of the last few months. When I’d arrived in Mozambique, I’d decided this would possibly be my last overseas assignment. After nearly 20 years of relief and development work overseas, frequently in desperate conditions and coping daily with suffering and despair, I’d begun to think seriously about heading back to New Zealand. Working in such tough conditions over so many years had taken its toll on me physically, emotionally, mentally and spiritually. But I had no idea what I would do or how would I adjust to life back in New Zealand. So many questions. My faith in God was a bit shaky just then. Walking away without completing my contract was gut-wrenching. I’d never broken a contract before and felt I’d somehow failed. Not being able to say goodbye and thank people was even tougher. Many times, I asked God, ‘Why?’ I was deeply distressed that God’s early call for me to be a nurse-midwife aid worker was ending this way.

At 6.00 the following morning, my driver arrived as planned. I loaded my one suitcase in the vehicle and was driven to Harare. From there I flew to London to stay with friends, Pat and Jean. Pat had spent several years working in Afghanistan as a nurse-midwife but was now a mission director living in England. We had first met in Bannu, Pakistan many years earlier, and she had extensive experience in providing support to people who had had similar experiences to mine; I trusted her and respected her wisdom and guidance. I also really appreciated the pastoral and spiritual support she gave me then before I began my journey home. Because I was employed by World Vision International at this time, I was asked to fly home via the World Vision International Head Office in California, where I met with World Vision staff experienced in counselling and support. I also spent time with the World Vision Security Team, who reviewed what had happened, and looked at what could have been done differently. I was advised not to return to Mozambique.

Some weeks later, I returned to New Zealand, still traumatised by these events. My return signalled the end of my career as nurse-midwife aid worker. Just as I arrived back in New Zealand, Sheryl Thayer, a Red Cross nurse from Southland, was killed in Chechnya just shy of her 40th birthday. ‘There but for the grace of God go I,’ I thought. Since I left Mozambique in 1996, six expats have been killed there. Some were workers, some were visitors. Until the 1990s, aid workers were rarely killed, but today this is becoming increasingly common as mercenaries, insurgents and political activists realise they can use aid workers to put pressure on governments and gain publicity for their cause. Previously, aid workers had a kind of diplomatic immunity because they were going into desperate situations and laying down their lives for people in need. Whenever I hear of another aid worker being killed, I shudder and think, ‘Why wasn’t it me?’ and I quietly thank God it wasn’t.

When I came home, I wondered, if I could have done something differently and what would have happened if I’d stayed. Did I overreact to the death threat? Hindsight is very useful, and I can look back now and know deep down that leaving Mozambique at that time was the right decision for me. As I jumped into the land cruiser that day in November 1996, I left that country knowing that by working in partnership with the Mozambican Ministry of Health, with the wonderful support from my colleague John, we did make a difference in the lives of some people.

I returned to New Zealand exhausted. Nearly 21 years of working in what was often very challenging and heart-breaking situations had taken its toll. I needed time just to be, time to spend time with my family, especially getting to know new members of my family who had arrived while I was away, time with my friends who had supported me over those years, but most importantly, time just to be still and acknowledge and give thanks to God. He had been with me throughout my journey, from when I was a 13-year-old country girl, and as a new journey began to unfold for me in New Zealand, I trusted Him to guide me into this next stage of my life.

So how did this New Zealand girl, born in a small town in 1951, end up getting a death threat and being evacuated out of Mozambique in 1996? To find out, I invite you to travel with me on my journey as the story unfolds.


2. Roots

Starting out

My life began in Riverton, a small fishing village at the bottom of New Zealand’s South Island. I am told my birth was induced because Mum’s doctor wanted to ensure I was safely delivered before he went on holiday. I can understand this. But years later, working as a midwife in remote places all around the world, I learnt very quickly that babies arrive when they are ready, despite any inconvenience it might cause.

I was born on the 9th of August 1951, my paternal grandfather Vaughan Walker’s birthday, and was christened in the beautiful historic Anglican church there. Desperately wanting a son, my father had chosen the name Richard Llewelyn, but when I arrived, the name was quickly changed to Barbara Judith.

My parents were Frank, a teacher at Riverton Primary School, and Marie Walker, a home science teacher. As our family grew, mum became a fulltime mother, her teaching career put on hold. My sister Wendy was two then, and our maternal grandparents, Mabel and Frank de la Perrelle (Gaga), also lived in Riverton, where Gaga was manager of the Bank of New Zealand.

We left Riverton when I was four years old, and by then Wendy and I had a younger sister named Susan. We headed north in my parents’ car to the small coal-mining town of Millerton on the West Coast of the South Island. My father was appointed headmaster of Millerton Primary School, and Gaga became manager of the Bank of New Zealand in Westport, the nearest shopping centre, about 60 minutes away. I started my schooling at Millerton Primary, which at the time had about 20 pupils. My father was the only teacher.

Millerton was situated high up on the hills above a small village called Granity, with a very steep, winding, gravel road the only link between the two places. It was a fascinating place to live in: Everything was centred around what was happening at the coal mine and just about everyone and everything in town was connected with it – miners and their families, the mine support staff, the few local shop keepers, and of course, the school. I remember watching miners walk up the road in the early mornings, carrying their lunch boxes and returning late afternoon, tired after a tough day’s work underground, ready to have an early dinner and an early night. Although they may have had a tough day, they also looked clean, having bathed in the large bath houses which were found at the mine. Some days, a siren pierced the air, and we knew there’d been an accident in the mine. Families would immediately migrate to the mine gates and anxiously wait for news. Few Millerton people owned cars and getting transport to the main business centre of Westport was difficult. Luckily, there was a daily bus which was often full of locals, heading into Westport to carry out their business.

Our house in Millerton was an old wooden villa with three bedrooms and several coal fires for heating. The toilet was outside at the back of the house and the small, detached building contained just a wooden bench with a hole in it, with a metal can underneath. The local ‘night man’ was able to access the can from the back of the wooden bench, and every couple of days he came to collect the full can and replace it with another. Our toilet had a light, along with lots of spiders, so it wasn’t a place to spend a long time in. Constantly during my later relief and disaster work, I was reminded just what luxury we had in Millerton! In the field, ‘toilets’ ranged from DIY pit latrines, to blocked toilets, to none!

During our three years in Millerton, two more girls, Jillian and Jennifer, were born into our family.

Heading north

We left the South Island, known to the locals as ‘the Mainland’ of New Zealand, when I was eight years old, and headed north to the province of Taranaki on the North Island’s west coast. There, Dad was appointed headmaster of a two-teacher school in the small farming community of Mokoia, a tiny township twenty minutes from the town of Hawera. Mokoia boasted three churches; Anglican, Catholic and Presbyterian, a general store, and a large dairy factory which processed milk into cheese. Mokoia Primary School was the centre of the community and the arrival of Mr and Mrs Walker and their five daughters boosted school numbers greatly. For many of my primary school years, my father was my teacher. This was tough sometimes because he was probably stricter on us to avoid showing favouritism. Also, we were encouraged to be models of good behaviour to the other children, which was a lot to expect of five active young girls!

I needed friendships away from my sisters at times, and a girl called Anne became my close friend in Mokoia. I spent many happy times playing with her and helping her father Clarrie on their large sheep farm. Clarrie and I would spend hours walking in rain, hail, or shine to check on the sheep, especially at lambing time, and I loved the freedom I found on the farm. He taught me much about sheep farming and lambing and allowed me to deliver complicated cases. I was very keen to learn everything he could teach me, and I became quite skilled.

Occasionally, we came across a birthing ewe with a lamb’s back leg protruding from her rear, and Clarrie would guide me through the process of inserting my arm inside the ewe and gently locating the lamb’s two front feet. By placing the front feet on either side of the lamb’s head, and carefully pulling, I successfully delivered several live lambs. Little did I know that years later, I would use similar techniques in Pakistan, on women who arrived at our hospital in advanced labour with babies who had already died in utero (the option of carrying out a caesarean for a deceased baby was not an option). I loved spending time on Clarrie’s family farm, dreaming about marrying a farmer, and settling down to help run a large sheep station, somewhere in New Zealand. Sadly, this hasn’t happened, at least not yet!

The family is complete

In 1961, my dad became the teaching headmaster at Portland Primary School, just south of Whangarei, in Northland. It was sad to leave Mokoia, my friend Anne, and the farm, but dad loaded up our Morris Oxford car and headed north. My family was used to a life with five girls, and with the youngest now eight, we assumed our family was complete. But one day, our parents told us we were going to have another baby. My dad had always wanted a son so badly that before we girls were born, he would choose boys’ names: no scans existed in those days. I often wonder if he had given up hope and chosen a girl’s name this time around. When Mum went into labour, Dad dropped her at the maternity suite at Whangarei Hospital and came home. A few hours later, the phone rang, and we heard Dad talking. Suddenly, he began to cry. We were shocked – we’d never seen Dad cry. ‘What’s wrong?’ we asked when he put down the phone.

Wiping away his tears, Dad said, ‘We have a son! You girls have a baby brother.’ We were so excited we got on our bikes and rode around the town yelling, ‘We’ve got a baby brother!’ News spread quickly and the whole town was thrilled for the Walkers. Dad took us to the hospital to meet our new brother, who was named Philip, after his maternal grandfather, and Vaughan after his paternal grandfather. Our family was indeed complete.


3. A Seed is Planted

Dad came from a Methodist family, but he had never been christened. Because Mum and we kids had all been christened Anglican, one day Dad decided it was time for him to take the plunge. We children knew how babies were christened; the vicar picked up the baby up and poured water over its head. How would the vicar hold Dad in his arms? Our minds boggled. When Dad’s Christening Day arrived, we were most disappointed when the minister simply reached up and poured water on Dad’s hair.

Attending church services was a regular part of most people’s lives in those days, and as a family we attended the local Anglican Church and Sunday school in the community where we lived. During the school holidays, some of the local churches would host camps for school children. One year, I attended a Christian school holiday camp at Whangarei Heads, run by the headmaster and his wife from a nearby school.

This camp was life-changing; there I met God in a deeply personal way. One morning after the morning speaker had finished giving his message, he invited those of us who would like to dedicate their lives to following Christ to come forward for prayer. I responded and went forward to the front of the stage. As the speaker prayed for me, I felt strongly that God was calling me to become a missionary nurse, aid worker.

I remember going home, where Mum was feeding my wee brother. I shared with her that I had become a Christian and wanted to become a missionary nurse. She said, ‘That’s nice, dear, but you’re young and have plenty of time to make up your mind.’ I wasn’t to be so easily put off! The call to be a missionary nurse has stayed with me all my life and I have obeyed that call. Later, when things got tough overseas and I felt incredibly lonely, and yes, in danger, I would recall that holiday camp, where God met with me and I met with Him. It’s possible that God had always had this plan for me, but until then I was too young to hear Him. Many years after this, my grandmother Mabel shared a memory with me: She said that when I was just a little girl, she noticed that I would sit at attention during church services, completely focused on the minister. I wonder if I was thinking even then that I wanted to be a minister of God too, something I would indeed become, later in life.

Challenges

During my primary schooling, Dad was usually my classroom teacher as well as being the headmaster. As I’ve said, being the headmaster’s child was tough because the expectations not only from Mum and Dad, but also from the community, were high; headmaster’s kids, vicar’s kids and policemen’s kids were all expected to behave.

Expectations to achieve academically were high, too, especially among five capable girls, all born close together. I felt I had to run to keep up with my sisters; I always considered them to be much brighter than I was. However, I didn’t speak to anyone about this. I kept to myself, and kept a stiff upper lip, as was the way, but I knew I was different. I was born into a family of readers, but I really struggled with reading and thought reading was a waste of time. At times, I thought people who read were rude! I would much rather be doing something active outside than sitting down reading a book. Even worse, although Susan my next sister was two years younger, I worried that she would catch up with me and be in the same class, or even pass me. This was a huge fear for me that I internalized and continued to say nothing about to anyone. I struggled with this throughout my schooling and it wasn’t until many years later that I would be diagnosed with dyslexia.

In 1965, I left Portland Primary School and started at Whangarei Girls High School. A short time later Dad was appointed as headmaster at Ohaupo School. Ohaupo was a small farming community south of Hamilton in the middle of the North Island. I attended the nearest high school which was Melville High School.

I was sure that God had a hand in my going there; the school was led by fine Christian teachers and had a strong Christian student group. A teacher named Alison, who was also my hockey and cricket coach, led the Crusader Group, a Christian student club. Several of her friends were missionary nurses overseas and she invited them to speak to our group. I was so touched by their stories that I asked if I could sign up then and there! I was impatient that I had to keep learning and training but came to realise that training was part of God’s preparation. I needed to trust in Him and accept His perfect timing.

I enjoyed my time at Melville High School, although I continued to struggle with schoolwork. I managed to pass School Certificate, knowing it was important if I wanted to become a missionary nurse. I persevered, and the following year I managed to get my University Entrance accredited, which was a huge shock to everyone, myself included. My parents didn’t believe me when I told them, but of course they were pleased.

I’ve always wondered whether I was accredited because the staff wanted me to take on a role within the student leadership; despite my best efforts my marks during the year were far from brilliant! The staff asked my parents to allow me to come back and be Head Girl for my final year, which I did. This gave me some time to grow up and mature and think about my future. My desire to become a nurse and serve overseas continued to grow, and without telling anyone, I sent away for the application form to apply to Nursing at Greenlane Hospital in Auckland. My parents were puzzled when an envelope addressed to me came from Greenlane Hospital and I had to do some fast talking when I got home. In the end, they helped me fill in the papers. Deep down I knew that nursing was the right course for me, and I think they did, too.
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