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I dedicate my autobiography to my beloved husband and son, Alan and David, now with our Father God; to my ever loving daughter Mandy, and grandson David Alan, both my supportive backbone throughout the years; and also to Tally, Mandy’s much-loved canine partner.


This book is a work of non-fiction based on the experiences of the author. The names of various people, places and details of events have been changed to protect the privacy of others. Any similarities to real individuals are entirely coincidental.


Chapter 1

The birth of a second daughter in 1927 was a great disappointment to my father George. I had been destined to be named Vivian George after him, so I had to be called Vivian Georgina. Daphne was the name of my older sister. My mother had really only wanted two children, but the third child born after me, very fortunately for my mother, was a son. His name was Colin. My father was immensely proud of him.

Both my parents were strong. They were survivors. Their suffering had been great, like so many others who went through the agonies of separation and emotional deprivation during the First World War. They met on Hastings sea front during the second year of the war when George, who was on leave, offered my mother Grace half of his precious bar of chocolate. They later became engaged, then were kept apart during those awful years of death and destruction.

My parents were a striking couple. Father’s grandfather was Irish. George was an exceptionally handsome man with his jet-black hair, deep blue eyes and his ready smile. He was also naturally very muscular and athletic. Grace was of small stature, her fairness a sharp contrast to that of her beloved husband. Her hair in her earlier years seemed to me to be of a gorgeously golden colour; her complexion was fair, while her hazel-coloured eyes had a constant sparkle. My mother’s spreading smile would always welcome those to whom she was speaking, even when she became involved in one of those rare visits paid by George’s two sisters.

George, determined to serve his beloved country, had volunteered for service in the army aged seventeen, having lied about his age. Early in 1915, a few months before meeting my mother, he had volunteered to switch to the Royal Air Force, despite being informed that the average life expectancy for a pilot was just three weeks. George, in the firm belief that the air force would be instrumental in leading his country to an early victory, was prepared to lay down his life for King and Country. Fortunately for both my parents, the switch was never made. My father reckoned at the time that the reason behind his rejection was most probably due to his total lack of piloting experience.

Armistice was declared in 1918, and George emerged richer by a Military Medal. While in army service, he had succeeded ‘beyond the call of duty’ in rescuing troops, many of them his friends. During one such rescue, he and his fellow soldiers were temporarily blinded, buried beneath the rubble during a bombing attack. My father also survived Gallipoli. I think that the memory of those British landing boats being blown up by gunfire stayed with him for the rest of his life. Many were drowned as they struggled through the sea to reach the hostile shore while laden down with backpacks, but many hapless men also lost their lives under the merciless fusillade from the Turkish gunners on the heights above. It is my belief that those wartime memories continued to haunt my father until the end of his days.

George was a man who kept his painful thoughts to himself. However, I remember very clearly, during the commencement of the Second World War in 1939 when I was eleven, him muttering to me while on one of our walks together: ‘They never had a chance.’ It was a moment of rare confidence. Intuitively I knew he was still thinking about Gallipoli and those other painful experiences he went through during the First World War. He did not allow himself many times of such closeness. During the early months of the Second World War, my intensely patriotic ‘for God and Country’ father and I were watching an aerial dogfight from our garden. Suddenly the German plane descended, flames streaming from the tail. I felt frightened; was someone burning to death? A parachute emerged. My father’s eyes filled with tears. I must have looked puzzled, for surely the pilot had survived. It was then my father whispered, ‘There should have been two.’

To my father, and to countless others, the promise had been made: that the First World War was to be ‘the war to end all wars’. He surely saw that dead German as being a member of a loving family unit, such as our own, who would be mourned over by his parents. My father was normally never one to display any emotion. Dear Father, I have never forgotten those tears.

My mother was sensitive and loving. Her parents, both orthodox Jews, were refugees from Vilna in Poland. Hard-working, they lived in the East End of London, remaining poor throughout their life. There were thirteen children, one who died in infancy, and my mother was the eleventh. At her school, where Yiddish was spoken, she became both the games and swimming captain. Her parents understood little English, but my mother made it her duty to master the language, and later sought out elocution lessons, paying for them by work undertaken during the school holidays. She gained a scholarship to an excellent day school in London, but despite personal pleas from her teacher, her parents felt that they could not afford the extra clothes required, nor yet the loss of income from a working daughter. This is probably why, after she married my father, she insisted that a first-class education was an absolute priority for her own three children. She was of an independent nature, and later became a suffragette.

Even as a small child I felt saddened that, for some reason, which I failed to fully understand, we lacked the presence of grandparents from both sides of the family. I really envied those friends of mine who received visits and gifts from their loving grandparents on a regular basis; mine seemed to really dislike us.

When my mother became engaged to my father, initially only Clare, one of her sisters, remained in contact with her. Later, other members of her family – her brothers, Sam and David, and her older sister, Mary – became part of our extended family. Clare was a constant visitor, and our ever-loving aunt. She always arrived at our home carrying a large bag of sweets for each one of us, along with a little pocket money. She remained single during her lifetime; we were her much-loved family. Sam, my mother’s older brother, emigrated to America in his early twenties; there he became wealthy as the finance manager of several large successful business organisations. Uncle Sam also had some connection with a similar British firm, and would visit England every year and would stay with us in our home. Daphne, Colin and I would always welcome his visits; we each would receive a small gift of money before he returned to America.

Our Jewish grandfather refused to recognise his married daughter and her family, while his wife, our grandmother, visited us just the once, some months after the death of her husband. My mother told us her father was a very good man. He would say prayers over the dying, comfort the mourners over the grave in all weathers and, in so doing, died of pneumonia when I was aged four. As I grew older, I was saddened not to have met him.

My father’s family had not a kind word to say to the alien Jewish woman who had stolen their beloved George. To them, marrying a woman of the Jewish faith was totally unacceptable. We never met his father; there was a total refusal to maintain any form of contact, despite all my mother’s efforts. George’s mother, Ruth, visited us once after her husband’s death, acting as though she was royalty. Petite, and dressed in black, she treated my mother like a wayward child, who should be placed out of sight and certainly out of mind. Father’s two sisters visited on several occasions, but never had a kind word to say to my mother or to us, her children. There were never any gifts or birthday cards for any of us. The visits remained formal in nature, despite all my mother’s efforts to soothe the situation with her kind nature. The intrusion of Jewish blood into their family was clearly not acceptable. It caused me puzzlement as a child; surely Jesus, God’s Son, was born into a Jewish family. I failed to understand just why Jewish people were not liked by some Christian people.

‘At least you do not look like a Jew,’ were the first words said to my mother by my father’s oldest sister on her first visit. Aged four years, I was standing by my mother’s side, holding her hand. My mother had flaxen curly hair that glistened gold in the sunlight, a very fair complexion, rosy cheeks and hazel-coloured sparkling eyes. Mother made no reply, while I stood clutching her hand protectively. I always tried to protect my mother against the emotional pain following those visits by my father’s family; I felt that my role was both to comfort and shield her mind from any such pain. I would always stay by her side, interrupting their conversation with what was probably interpreted as childish questioning: it did, however, seem to work. My mother would continue to smile as we clutched hands. My mother was a first-class cook, and the meals offered to her guests were always scrumptious. Second helpings were always enjoyed.

During the Second World War, I often pondered over those words spoken by my father’s older sister, so clearly expressing the deep dislike of Jewish people. I was fearful that should the Nazis ever succeed in invading England, she would betray our Jewish blood to them. There were times when I became desperately afraid for my parents, my sister and brother Daphne and Colin, and myself. Although the Nazis had an evil reputation, there was also an element of anti-Semitic sentiment that ran through our community. My mother warned me repeatedly never to mention our ancestry to any of my friends, whether within school or church.

I did, however, break my promise. I became friends with a Jewish refugee from Germany. Gustav, along with his mother and his brother, Adolf, were taken into the home of their uncle, a close neighbour of our family. His father had died in a concentration camp. Gustav and I became really good friends, and we certainly enjoyed each other’s company. We spent time both talking and walking together; proudly I let him know that my mother was Jewish and that her parents had also been refugees, having fled from Vilna in Poland in earlier years. I hope that this information made Gustav feel less alone in life. Later he told me that while still in Germany, he had joined the Hitler Youth. Once his ancestry was revealed he was forcefully ejected from the organisation. I failed to understand why he had even considered entering the Nazi youth movement, but I believe he had joined while still at a very young age. My mother supported the refugees, and we were all taken on family outings together. Gustav and later his younger brother, Adolf, decided to join the armed forces three years after the Second World War had commenced; Gustav was just eighteen years of age. He promised to come back home again, and visit me, but he never returned. He died abroad while fighting to serve the country he had grown to love. I grieved, not only for the loss of my friend, but also for his family. Adolf returned home safely once the war was over. It was for his mother a blessed relief. She had lost two members of her family because of the Nazis: her husband died while enclosed within a German concentration camp, and her eldest son. Their surname was Itler, which brought a wry smile to our faces whenever our family thought about them. My parents did their utmost to support the grief-stricken family. Eventually both Adolf and his mother moved abroad, and sadly we lost contact.

My parents, although they were not of the Christian faith, always insisted that we children attend the local Sunday school and then church as their ages advanced. There, all children were offered a welcoming friendship. My mother always maintained her belief in the Jewish faith, while my father was a Unitarian – Unitarians see Jesus as a prophet but believe that God is a single person, not the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and as such are outside conventional religion.

I still have a vivid memory of walking down Acton High Street after my mother had a major operation at our local hospital. She was very weary. We passed an undertaker’s office, but at that time I did not understand what being an undertaker meant. The window was decorated with a glorious display of flowers. I desperately wanted to buy her something that she could not afford. Yearning to please her, I whispered ‘One day I will buy you some flowers just like them.’ It was not until many months had passed by that I understood just why such a long silence had followed those words of mine.

Later in life, my mother told me how she had always craved the stimulus of some kind of employment during her married life, but even before the birth of my sister Daphne, my Victorian-like father refused to give sanction. No wife of his would undertake work. However, during the Second World War, Mother became a much-valued member of the Women’s Royal Voluntary Service. She became deeply committed to the care of the Belgian refugees who swarmed into the country, and was the first to organise a follow-up of these troubled people who had been billeted in our area.

I can still recall her deep anger and active concern when she found that one young woman had been allocated shelter within a house where the sole occupant, a male, demanded nightly services, forcing the refugee to share his bedroom. How fiercely my mother managed that re-allocation. However, her fear that a pregnancy could ensue was not realised; my mother kept a kindly watchful eye over that young woman in the following months, ensuring that her privacy was protected.

My mother also took a long-term interest in two Belgian teenagers, Charles and his sister Regina, who were always made welcome in our home. They were billeted close to us. Both were orphans, their parents having been killed by the German invaders. Charles and Regina often accompanied us on our family treats together. Visits to Kew Gardens were a special favourite, as well as times spent in the local swimming pool. Mother bought Regina a really nice swimming costume for her birthday, so her swimming was always enjoyed.

My father was a Home Guard during the war period, and he took the work very seriously, although his serving time was limited to a certain extent, as he was still in full-time employment. George was the chief engineer employed on a national basis within Nestlé, the chocolate manufacturing firm. My father’s return home from work was always welcomed by his three expectant children. We enjoyed our visits to Nestlé, along with our mother, and we always arrived back home along with a bag of delicious chocolates.

I looked like my father in many ways, although as a small child I was always small and skinny. This used to worry my mother, who always cooked marvellous meals, even during the war period. Despite my size, I always ate a lot, and enjoyed all of her cooking. Her feelings were deeply hurt during my examination by the visiting School Medical Officer, who told my mother that I was suffering from malnutrition, while my plump sister was said to have ‘excellent nutrition’. My poor mother was devastated, feeling obliged to believe the doctor. Those were the days when the doctor’s word was sacrosanct and never questioned. In vain I was given fattening foods, but I still remained skinny. My mother never forgot that incident. Despite my constant enjoyment of her scrumptious meals, she continued to ensure that I was always offered a second helping of food. Daphne was envious: her food intake remained under my mother’s constant observation. A second helping, unless it was of vegetables, was never permitted; nevertheless, my sister always remained plump, unable to cope with netball and tennis during our school life together. In her earlier years she was deemed to be the best swimmer in her class; sadly even swimming had to be put aside during her senior days at school.

I started my school life in a little local Catholic convent school, at the age of four. I can still vividly remember the penny given to me by my mother, required to get a little black child one rung further up her ladder to heaven. My mother had few to spare, but she offered to give me a penny every day. Some weeks later, when she came to collect me, she asked one of the teacher nuns if she could see my small wooden ladder which had been set up within my class. Alas, my little black child had advanced no further up the ladder: her feet were still on the bottom rung. Mother was bewildered for a short time but soon discerned the answer. Sadly, Vivian had sinned. The pennies had been spent upon tubes of fizzy lemon sweets sold by the nuns.

I felt guilty for a long time afterwards. I wondered: would I ever get to heaven? I had committed a sin. I suffered silently for many days, until I was comforted by Sister Mary. She was the oldest among those teaching nuns; she found me one day crying in the corner of the classroom, after being mocked by some of my classmates. My sinful actions had been witnessed by some of the other pupils. Sister Mary not only assured me of forgiveness, once my cry to be forgiven during prayer time had been made; she also gently but firmly remonstrated with my classmates. In consequence I was left in peace. The matter was never referred to again.

Sister Mary became my friend, one who would always help me in times when I perceived trouble. For some unknown reason, I was a particularly sensitive child. I lacked confidence in myself, and initially failed to react when bullying techniques were employed by those who enjoyed being assertive in nature. I was always selected as a target by bullies. It was Sister Mary who taught me how to respond in speech; how to express my feelings both clearly and without anger. Slowly over the time spent within that convent, my confidence improved under the loving care of that nun. In retrospect, the incident relating to my acquisition of those fizzy lemon sweets had its proven value. It was through Sister Mary that I learnt to express myself definitively without resorting to tears. Thank you, Sister Mary, you are not forgotten.

Eventually Mother managed to persuade my father to invest in a house. My father had by that time received an honoured promotion to that of chief engineer on an international basis within Nestlé. In consequence, a house was purchased in Acton, north-west London, that was only a few minutes’ walk from the Haberdashers’ Aske’s Girls’ School, which was deemed right for both my sister and me. It had a very good academic record, and was known for its fine sporting activities. There was a playing field, and a swimming pool adjoining the school, which was for the sole use of its pupils. The school my brother was to go to was not too far away.

During the start of my school life, I lived in a dream world of my own creation. I read many books about missionary work in Africa; the need by many of its poorer inhabitants for both food and medical care. The country fascinated me. I came to believe that God meant me to be a missionary doctor, caring for all those hungry little babies, perhaps the hungriest babies in the world. Indulging in my dreams, lessons often passed me by, and my early school reports were certainly not encouraging. I did, however, manage to make some friends in my new school, and also enjoyed some of the lessons, especially English and history. I had real difficulties, though, with my reasoning abilities in mathematics, and it was not until later years that this was resolved.

I formed one special friendship with a shy, clever girl called Dilys. She was often made form captain, an honour never ever accorded to me. Unfortunately for her, we both looked alike from the rear. We both had thick brown curly hair with a glint of gold that stood out like a bush from our heads. When I became engaged many years later, my fiancé called me ‘Fuz Wuz’. As we were both of a similar build, Dilys was often reprimanded when I spoke out of turn, but then the mistake would be revealed when she turned to face her accuser. My untidy self, bright blue eyes and ruddy complexion, were in total contrast to her paler intellectual face and consistently neat appearance.

All my teachers despaired during those earlier years of my school life. I remained a dreamer. Having a strong imagination, I believe that most of my thoughts remained in the missionary fields of Africa; I was there daily, caring for those little needy African babies and ministering to all their basic needs. For me, it seemed like the will of God.

It was only owing to the intervention of a teacher that my schoolwork dramatically improved, although it wasn’t until I started to think seriously about the subjects I should take for my General Certificate examination. It was a vitally important year. By that time I had changed my missionary allegiance for Africa to that of China, having become enraptured with the mystique of the East. A talk had been given during the Sunday service at my local church by a missionary from China who had just arrived home on leave.

While studying for my General Certificate and matriculation examination, I had made up my mind to learn Mandarin, and managed to borrow some books from the public library. These were obtained with some difficulty by the librarian, and I was allowed to keep them for a prolonged period. I did not tell my parents that I had decided to master the Mandarin language. I studied seriously till late every night, to the amazement and joy of my parents, both believing that I was concentrating on my examinations.

My maths teacher Miss Skelensky changed all that. She was a Polish lady who seemed quite distressed by my constantly poor performance in class, and most probably the anticipated failures in the coming O level certificate. She used her large bust like the prow of a ship, wending its way through our closely sited desks. There she inspected our work. I dreaded her coming, for she was always armed with a red-ink pen. My school exercise book for mathematics was scored with red crosses and rarely a tick: the subject was totally incomprehensible, absolutely out of this world. On one never to be forgotten occasion, she took me aside: ‘Vivian, what do you want to be when you leave school?’

‘A medical missionary, a doctor, Madam. I am trying to learn Mandarin.’ I looked solemnly up into her face. ‘The books from the library are very good, but it took a really long time for those library people to find the right books for me, and it is such a very difficult language to learn. I am working really hard, and it takes hours and hours of my time, but I believe God wants me to learn Mandarin. I am going to be a missionary … a missionary doctor … in China.’

A deep sigh emanated from Miss Skelensky. Her large bosom swayed tremulously, always a sign of her concern. Her hand grasped mine.

‘Vivian, don’t you realise that in order to be a doctor, a medical missionary, you have to pass both your school and your General Certificate examinations. You could not even be awarded with a matriculation certificate. You have never passed a mathematics examination since you have been in my class, not once. Are you good in your other subjects?’

‘Only English literature and history,’ was my despondent reply.

Blue eyes looked into mine. It came to me then that her eyes were gentle and kind and that she really seemed to care. She was the first teacher ever to talk to me seriously, as though I really mattered to her; that I was actually a pupil of importance in her life.

‘You must get up to matriculation level in mathematics, French, the sciences, as well as in your favourite subjects. I know just the girl to teach you mathematics at home. She is now in the sixth form, taking her A levels. You must speak to your mother. I am sure that Dorothy would be glad to get some extra pocket money. You have now just enough time ahead of you to catch up with all your subjects, but only if you put your heart and mind into achieving that miracle.’

The memory of those words marked a turning point in my life during the following months. Even now, some seventy years later, I can visualise that rotund figure, the bulbous bust, and the face bending down over me, neatly framed by the thickness of grey hair twirled into a bun at the back of her head. I put Mandarin aside, and bought a marvellous book entitled Hugo’s Teach Yourself French. Painstakingly I perused it chapter by chapter. I enjoyed the challenge. The mathematics coaching went well. Dorothy, who later was to become a teacher, was exceptionally patient with her odd young pupil. My understanding of geometry, algebra and arithmetic advanced steadily once I had put my mind to the diligent study of each subject. The mysteries of the sciences were explored by learning a few basic principles. I found to my delight that I really enjoyed biology, while English literature and history remained my shield and anchor. My mother managed to obtain a tutor who somehow managed to give me guidance in the learning of French, while my personal study of the Sciences enabled me to come to terms with the subjects. The end-of-term report stated to my delighted parents that ‘Vivian has now returned to the world around her’.

The Second World War was in progress, and the air-raid sirens had started just as I had left home for school on the morning that the dreaded O levels began. I should have returned back home, but I disobeyed orders. I had my priorities. I prayed hard for inspiration. The hymn at the early morning assembly was clearly meant for me. I joined in with solemn gusto.

Come Holy Ghost our souls inspire,
And lighten with celestial fire.

We could clearly hear ‘doodlebugs’, the flying bombs, from the safety of our school basement cloakroom, which had been cleverly converted into an air-raid shelter. It was there that we took our school certificate examinations. Clare, one of the cleverest girls in the class, was highly strung, and started to cry while trying to write, and tears plopped steadily over her work. Sadly, her results reflected her agitation. I sympathised, and wished dearly on her behalf that something could have been done to enable her to have a second chance. Other girls shed tears along with her in sympathy following the finish of that examination. Clare remained distraught; she could not be comforted.

We were all upset, but somehow my kind teacher’s advice stayed with me and I seemed to have become inspired when initially scanning the sheet. It was uncanny. I could actually understand the problems presented by the algebra paper. Following my teacher’s instructions, I tackled the easiest ones first, and so built up some measure of confidence. I was lucky. I ignored all the noises made by those threatening doodlebugs. They only affected me when our desks shook, but even that fear passed. The stillness that momentarily followed was strangely soothing. My mathematics coach had sown the seed well. My application to Hugo’s Teach Yourself French stood me in excellent stead in my French examination, as did the cramming of those scientific principles.

Matriculation was awarded. I obtained good credits in all the relevant subjects, all thanks to a compassionate teacher. I was a happier child. I was perhaps more at ease with myself in the sixth form than at any other time within my school life.

My feet were at last firmly on the ground. I decided that a nursing career was the only option open to me. I think it fair to point out that in those earlier periods, when women did not have equal status to men, professional training for women in medicine was of a very low priority and female students were certainly not welcomed into that male-dominated world. Over the following years, the door opened slowly to women, but only to those with the highest of academic achievements. Even three very clever girls in my school who were awarded excellent grades in their A levels failed to be accepted to study medicine. My parents had struggled with school fees for three children, and at that time only men were eligible for educational grants. It seemed very unfair. My prospects of becoming what I wanted to be most in the world seemed to be extremely bleak. A training course in nursing seemed to be the only solution. I decided that after achieving the final State Registration in Nursing, which would take me three years of training, I would become a midwife, and attach myself to the China Inland Mission.

My father expressed a great anger at my decision. His deep blue eyes directed towards me expressed the rage smouldering beneath the surface. It spilt out like lava from an erupting volcano. Nursing, in his opinion, was for the less-educated women, whose lowly duties consisted in keeping both the ward and the patients clean and fed, while administering medication prescribed by the doctor. Only later, once he had seen me work, would his opinion of nursing duties become updated.

While still at school, my full attention was brought to bear upon my chosen subjects, those being English literature along with English, history and scripture. The latter was not an accepted A level within my school, but special studies in scripture were arranged. Finally I spent only one year in the sixth form, deciding not to waste further time in completion of the A levels, as I felt they would be of no advantage to me in nursing. Only success in matriculation was essential for entry into nurse training within a London teaching hospital. It seemed vitally important to proceed with the important business of life outside my school; of ministering to Chinese children and to take my entrance into the wide world.
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